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Abstract:  

The invention process of the imaginary of Antoni Gaudí’s architecture is the outcome in turn of the highly complex development process of Barcelona’s modern tourist imaginary. It is a process closely related to the city’s modernization and to the definition of modern Catalonia’s identity, which was shaped by an accumulation of diverse layers of imaginaries and power relations that produced dissonances and conflicts. This significant process may be defined by the changing imaginary of Gaudí’s architecture, an imaginary that is shared by its producers and consumers, by popular culture and intellectual groups, and by the national imaginary and personal imaginaries of both tourists and the people of Barcelona and Catalonia at large. This process, however, has not only given shape to a geography of imaginary that has spread throughout Barcelona and its surroundings, but has moreover reshaped and transformed Gaudí’s architecture itself.

Antoni Gaudí’s architecture was built around the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries as an expression of the cultural and political ambitions of Barcelona’s haute bourgeoisie. Accordingly, the complex symbolic and mythical structure of Gaudí’s architecture sought to reflect the ideals of Catalan nationalism, the Church and, of course, the status of the families who commissioned Gaudí’s work. The contemporary popular as well as intellectual reactions to this architecture were as diverse as they were intense: in fact, some were completely opposed to Gaudí’s designs and called for their demolition. Although some years later, in spite of these conflicts, a handful of Catalanist ideologists sought to change the consideration of Gaudí’s architecture by making it a national symbol, by the 1930s the architect’s work had fallen into almost complete oblivion and remained forgotten until 1950, when the Italian architecture historian Bruno Zevi visited Barcelona. This visit marked the rediscovery of Gaudí’s architecture and the beginning of its present-day appreciation. Zevi found Gaudí to be an excellent reference for the new organic architecture that he was seeking with a view to move beyond modern architecture. This was a new claim that in no way reflected Gaudí’s intention. Even so, Gaudí had been rediscovered and from that moment on the Catalan architect became a visionary genius of architecture as well as Barcelona’s foremost attraction for foreign tourists. Likewise as from that time, numerous publications, guidebooks and tourist guides in addition to diverse academic studies changed the way in which his architecture was considered. For example, what had previously been an aggressive, symbolic and mythical architecture now became an organic, technical, plastic and ‘gentle’ one. This was another important change that influenced both the restoration of his buildings (sometimes leading to very substantial modifications) and the ongoing works at his celebrated but unfinished Sagrada Familia church, which is still under construction. This can also be seen, for instance, in the recent – and little known – restoration work on the Park Güell dragon: while the dragon as designed by Gaudí showed a sharp aggressive expression, after the restoration it became ‘gentler’ with rounded-out shapes, totally changing its appearance. It is has a new ‘gentle’ expression that fits in better with Barcelona’s tourist imaginary of Gaudí, an imaginary that has spread around the world since the listing of Gaudí’s works as World Heritage Sites in 1984. Indeed, Gaudí’s architecture, with its ‘gentle’ ‘modern’ image, has become the Barcelona brand’s foremost tourist icon.

By analyzing the various reinventions of Gaudí’s architecture, this paper seeks to consider their conflicts and the changes in the imaginary, focusing on how they reshape this imaginary’s object, that is to say, Gaudí’s architecture itself. Likewise, this paper takes a look at old and modern postcards, guidebooks, ‘official’ texts, some key studies on Gaudí, the restoration works on his buildings and the ongoing tasks at the Sagrada Familia church, commenting on the tourist operation of Gaudí’s present-day imaginary. The ultimate aim is to take Gaudí’s architecture as a basis for a reflection on the major influence wielded by tourism imaginaries in reshaping, often in far-reaching ways, not only the understanding of their object but also the object itself according to its contemporary idealization.
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