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ANDRÉS AGUAYO, Málaga
Bring the blood to the wounded,
not the other way around. With
this simple premise the Canadian
doctor Norman Bethune intro-
duced a major medical innovation:
the first mobile blood-transfusion
unit, during the Spanish Civil War.

Seventy years on, Málaga’s
City Council is paying tribute to
Bethune and his compatriots who
fought in the International Bri-
gades. Authorities yesterday un-
veiled a plaque in his honor in the
Avenue of the Canadians, a sea-
side promenade where the munici-
pality will plant a maple tree. The
International Brigades, which
fought for the Republic in the
Spanish Civil War, were made up
of combatants from many coun-
tries. But the number of Canadi-
ans, as a percentage of the coun-
try’s population, was exceptionally
high. Some 1,700 volunteered to
fight in Spain; 721 died here.

One of the most noteworthy Ca-
nadians was Dr Norman Bethune,
who arrived in Madrid in Novem-
ber, 1936. He soon noticed that
high death rates among fighters
were largely due to blood loss on
the way to hospital, and believed
that if transfusions could be given
at the front, chances of survival
would improve. He went to Lon-
don for supplies and a month later
set up the Canadian Blood Trans-
fusion Service, as Brigades veteran
William Beeching writes in his
book Canadian Volunteers.

In the 1920s, Bethune had been
one of the most prestigious sur-
geons in Canada. He was a pio-
neer of thoracic operations to cure
tuberculosis, a disease he himself
suffered from, and he designed sur-
gical instruments which are still in
use. The Great Depression turned
Bethune’s attention to politics. In
1935 he visited the Soviet Union
on the pretext of attending a physi-
ology convention. He only looked

in on the inaugural session, howev-
er, and spent his time strolling
around Moscow observing the
new Soviet society. Bethune was
particularly enthusiastic about the
public health system, and on his
return to Canada he joined the
Communist Party.

In 1936, a representative of the
Committee for Aid to Spain invit-
ed him to Madrid, to head the Re-
publican medical services. Be-
thune accepted, leaving his post as
director of Montreal’s Sacré-Co-
eur hospital. When he arrived,

however, and took stock of the situ-
ation, it occurred to him he might
be more useful bringing blood to
the wounded.

The Canadian Blood Transfu-
sion Service set up shop in an up-
per-class quarter of Madrid. “No
bombs are likely to fall on you
here,” an officer told him, “Franco
is very careful about damaging the
property of the rich.” But when all
the equipment was nearly ready,
one key element was still missing:
blood. For three days, the radio
broadcast calls for donors. When

the doors opened on December
13, 1936, some 2,000 people crowd-
ed in to give blood, and the first
transfusions started being done at
the front. The Canadian team be-
gan to show up wherever this
might be.

One of these places was Mála-
ga. In February 1937, Franco’s
troops launched a bloody attack
on the southern city, forcing thou-
sands of Republicans to flee. The
refugees thronged the road to Alm-
ería, often strafed by Franco’s
planes. Bethune and his team were

overwhelmed by the number of
wounded.

“Bethune was an extroverted
man,” recalls Moisés Broggi, who
met him in Madrid. “He constant-
ly complained about the red tape.”
Convinced that his hands were
tied by incompetent officials, he
quit and went to China, where an-
other civil war was in progress.
There, he took charge of the Red
Army’s medical service. After cut-
ting himself while performing an
operation without gloves, he died
of blood poisoning in 1939.

A Canadian lifeline for the Spanish frontline
Dr Norman Bethune saved thousands of Republicans with the first mobile blood-transfusion unit

JAMES BADCOCK, Madrid
When is art best seen from
above? When we are talking
about the Nazca Lines, the myste-
rious carvings in the rocky sur-
face of the Peruvian desert, or
Wolfgang Dorninger’s spectacu-
lar visual and musical perfor-
mance at Madrid’s Casa Encendi-
da art center on Monday night.

Part of a series featuring Aus-
trian artists — it is the guest na-
tion at the capital’s ARCO art
fair starting tomorrow —, Dorn-
inger brought both the strange
designs of Nazca and banging
techno rhythms together and on-
to Casa Encendida’s patio floor.

The audience was told to feel
free to wander upstairs to get a
better view of the digitalized pro-
jections, based on the geometri-
cal grids and images created by
the Nazca people during the first
millennium, but many preferred
to stand around the edge of the

impromptu screen, a natural reac-
tion to the presence of a three-
man team on a mixing desk, and
a live drummer to boot.

Once upstairs, peering out of
a window — although a loud-
speaker pumping out music remi-
niscent of electronic groups like
Orbital or Underworld was nev-
er far away —, the images were
sharper, clearer, and in some cas-
es, truly spectacular, with lines
and shapes appearing to fly up
toward the viewer thanks to 3-D
software technology. Geometri-
cal shapes rotated with the enig-
matic Nazca grid as a kind of
wrapping, while the music inter-
spersed heavy beats with more
ambient sounds.

On the downside, some of the
theatrical vocals bordered on the
ridiculous (“the secret algo-
rithm”), and fast-flickering se-
quences in which shapes continu-
ously transformed in a spiraling

metamorphosis seemed not un-
like a cross between a computer-
ized pop video and a crazed com-
puter screensaver.

Were these the effects of a par-

ticularly virulent Nazca fixation?
Perhaps, though overall Dorn-
inger did that rare thing: bring
entertainment into the art gal-
lery.

The sound of Nazca
lines drives Madrid
art crowd up the wall

STAFF REPORTER, Madrid
Pablo Picasso’s Homme à la Pipe
and Joan Miró’s L’Oiseau au
Plumage Deployé Vole Vers l’Ar-
bre Argenté, were two of pieces
auctioned yesterday in London as
part of Sotheby’s Impressionist
and Modern Art Evening.

Dating from 1911, Homme à la
Pipe is considered a classical exam-
ple of cubism and was valued by
Sotheby’s at between ¤4.4 million
and ¤5.5 million. Miró’s work, a
vast canvass of his post-war series,
was valued at between ¤6.5 million
and ¤9.5 million. The final auction
price for these paintings was not
available at press time.

Other works on sale included
works by Paul Gauguin, Claude
Monet and Edward Munch.
Gauguin’s Two Women, valued at
between ¤16 million and ¤14 mil-
lion, was defined by the auction
house as the “most important”
post-Impressionist work to go on
sale in Europe in 15 years.

Miró, Picasso
and Gauguin
lead the pack in
Sotheby’s auction

Techno music at the Casa Encendida art center.

Dr Norman Bethune having lunch with his colleagues from the Canadian Blood Transfusion Service in the mountains of Guadarrama, near Madrid.




