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Modernism and Barcelona
Maybe you’ve heard of the Sagrada Famila and the
names that made Barcelona famous, Gaudí and
Picasso. It’s possible that you remember the
Modernist genre from studying some Art History.
However, when you arrive in Barcelona, you’ll soon
realise that the photogenic architecture isn’t just
something to post on Instagram, but the very
foundations of the city and its vivid culture.

What was modernism?
Modernism was a political and cultural movement
that arose in the late 19th century as a criticism of
industrial urbanisation and the resurgence of the
bourgeoisie. Born in France as ´art nouveau´, it was
characterized by the experimentation with new materials and the use of inspiration
from the natural world. Modernist artists presented themselves as bohemians, living
on the margins of society, whose works reflected the feelings of the common people
who faced increasing political instability. It spread throughout Europe and beyond,
but particularly took hold in Barcelona, where the Catalan people absorbed the
political message into their national identity.

What was going on in Barcelona?
After the industrial revolution, a new class of
industrialists established itself in the centre while
waves of new workers flooded the surrounding areas
in search of better opportunities. This huge increase
in the size of the population had a two-fold impact for
Barcelona: a growth in political activity, and an
urgent need to reorganise a city that couldn't fit all of
its inhabitants.
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How did Modernism start in Barcelona?
In 1888, The Universal Exhibition was organised to rebuild the Catalan identity,
through its language and history. The bourgeoisie, anxious to build a united culture
to avoid a class war, had turned to the literary world for help. However, the event
would set o� an even greater movement: the modernization of society as a whole,
led by the arts.

What remains today of the Modernist
movement?
The legacy of this national movement can be seen most
clearly through the impressive architecture that has
shaped the city. THe most famous example is the
Sagrada Famila, an enormous basilica that is the face of
Barcelona, even though it remains unfinished. However,
Antoni Gaudí wasn't the only genius around. Ildefon
Cerdò designed the entirety of El Eixample just a few
decades before his successors could make their mark in
the Quadrat d'Or. Lluis Domenech i Montaner took
inspiration from the Moors to create the Palau de Música
and the Hospital de la Santa Creu i Sant Pau.
When it comes to sculptures and paintings, the names
Joan Miró and Pablo Picasso stand out. Both were
pioneers in their chosen occupations, elevating the
reputation of Spanish to global recognition. Picasso's masterpiece, Guernica,
embodies the spirit of Modernism both in style and message. By unveiling it at the
International Exhibition in Paris in 1937, Picasso forced neutral countries to pay
attention to the horrors of the Civil War in his home nation and the plight of his
people.

The role that Modernism played in Barcelona was beyond a whimsical trend. It acted
as a watchful eye on the establishment and denouncer of the oppression faced by
the people. This legacy still exists, today, at the core of its culture.


