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Injecting 20th Century Spain into Architecture Appreciation Courses 

 

Brett Tippey 

 

In a January 1957 travel article in The Atlantic, Charles J. Rolo repeated the 

oft-cited phrase “Europe ends at the Pyrenees”, noting that “Spain is not Africa—

and it is not Europe.”1 If not entirely different, Spain certainly possesses unique 

qualities thanks to its geographic and cultural situation between Africa and Europe.  

In recent scholarship, tropes like “Spanish Exceptionalism” have been 

rightly “reclaimed, repudiated, reimagined” by Ross Brann and a host of other 

historians.2 Nonetheless, Spain’s uniqueness is, in fact, evident in its significant 

contributions to art and material culture. In general education art history courses 

taught at American universities, the work of El Greco, Diego Velázquez and 

Francisco Goya, or twentieth century luminaries like Pablo Picasso, Joan Miró and 

Salvador Dalí are regularly studied as prime specimens of creative thought.  

But generally, art history’s sister field, architectural history, ignores Spain’s 

contributions almost entirely. Among the thousands of buildings presented as 

subjects of study, surveys of architecture across time typically discuss only three 

buildings in Spain: the Great Mosque in Córdoba, the Alhambra in Granada and 

Antoni Gaudí’s Sagrada Familia in Barcelona. Certainly, all three are noteworthy 

buildings, but none of them is representative of Spain’s diversity of architecture 

across time and space. On rare occasions a textbook will mention a fourth Spanish 

building, Felipe II’s sixteenth century Monastery-Palace at El Escorial, but this 

building is usually described as a far-flung example of the Italian baroque. 

Arguably, the building is more Italian in origin than Spanish, given the fact that its 

architect, Juan Bautista de Toledo, a suspected (yet never confirmed) converso, 

took refuge from the Inquisition in Italy, apprenticing in Rome under Florentine 

architect Antonio da Sangallo the Younger.3 

Marvin Trachtenburg’s and Isabelle Hyman’s 1986 textbook Architecture: 

From Prehistory to Post-modernism, The Western Tradition, sporadically mentions 

a few other examples from the Spanish Gothic or Baroque periods, but only as 

passing reference.4 Trachtenburg and Hyman thereby sideline Spain in their 

contribution to discourse on the so-called “Western tradition”. In his classic survey 

A History of Architecture: Settings and Rituals, Spiro Kostof’s thoughtful analysis 

 
1 Charles J. Rolo, “Tourist in Spain,” The Atlantic (January 1957): 95—98. 
2 Ross Brann, Iberian Moorings: Al-Andalus, Sefarad, and the Tropes of Exceptionalism (University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 173. 
3 Brett Tippey, “Allusions and Illusions in Twentieth Century Spanish Architecture”, Quotation, 

Quotation: What Does History Have in Store for Architecture Today.  Proceedings of the 34th 

Annual Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians Australia/New Zealand (2017). 
4 Marvin Trachtenberg and Isabelle Hyman, Architecture: From Prehistory to Post-modernism/The 

Western Tradition (Prentice Hall, Inc., 1986). 
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of the infrastructure and architecture of the Camino de Santiago, tucked away in his 

chapter on medieval Europe, is a noteworthy exception.5 At first glance, Kostof’s 

subsequent chapter titled “Spain and the New World” purports to pay special 

attention to Spanish architecture. But the chapter focuses almost exclusively on the 

architecture of the Maya, Aztecs and Incas, and what Kostof problematically called 

“the Spanish scene” in cities across Latin America. Kostof makes only minor 

references to cities on the Iberian Peninsula.  

In his discussion of 20th century architecture, the only Spanish building 

Kostof cited was Gaudí’s Casa Milá (1905-1910).6 He completely overlooked even 

Sagrada Familia. 20th century Spanish architecture other than Gaudí’s, has fared 

even worse. Textbooks like Kenneth Frampton’s 1980 Modern Architecture: A 

Critical History or William Curtis’ 1982 Modern Architecture Since 1900 make 

only minimal references to Spain. Students reading Frampton and Curtis could be 

forgiven for mistakenly concluding that no buildings at all were built in Spain 

between 1939, when Franco defeated the Second Spanish Republic, and 1992, 

when Spain hosted the Olympics and the World’s Fair. 

Despite such international lacunae, Spanish architects of the twentieth 

century did make unique and significant contributions to the history of architecture, 

even during the darkest hours of the dictatorship. In this paper I argue that, with 

regards to architecture appreciation courses, Spain is, in fact, different. Because of 

Spain’s diverse array of past and present cultures that are neither African nor 

European, along with its dubious distinction of playing host to one of Europe’s few 

totalitarian dictatorships that actually survived World War II, incorporating 

examples of twentieth century Spanish buildings enriches students’ understanding 

of architecture. 

At Kent State University, undergraduate students can take a course called 

Understanding Architecture in fulfillment of the general education fine arts 

requirement. It is a popular course, especially amongst students in STEM majors 

who, given the professional and technical nature of architecture, presume 

Understanding Architecture to be the least artsy course in the field of options. We 

offer the course in two modalities, one fully in-person, the other fully on-line, 

asyncrhonous.  

The textbook we use for the course, Simon Unwin’s engaging and richly 

illustrated Analysing Architecture, uses hundreds of Unwin’s own exquisite hand 

sketches, in plan, section, elevation, perspective and diagram, to visually analyze 

buildings from around the world.7 Unwin accompanies these drawings with a prose 

that is straightforward and engaging. And the topics he covers, such as 

 
5 Spiro Kostof, A History of Architecture: Settings and Rituals (Oxford University Press, 1985). 
6 Spiro Kostof, A History of Architecture: Settings and Rituals (Oxford University Press, 1985), 

687—688. 
7 Simon Unwin, Analysing Architecture, 5th Edition (Taylor & Francis, 2020). 
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“Architecture as Identification of Place” and “Architecture as Making Frames” are 

deeply intellectual yet also appropriate for an undergraduate reading level. In all, it 

is an ideal textbook for the course. Yet even here, Spanish case studies fare only 

marginally better than in other textbooks. Like others, Unwin presents the Great 

Mosque in Córdoba and the Alhambra (including the Gardens of the Generalife), 

to which he also adds analysis of two other Barcelona buildings: the 14th century 

Santa María del Mar church and Gaudí’s unfinished church at Colonia Güell 

(1898—1900).8 Otherwise, Unwin is silent about Spanish architecture.9 For this 

reason, we have incorporated twentieth-century Spanish case studies into the 

course’s lectures. 

The material of the course is divided into eight distinct modules that work 

progressively from simple to complex. The first four modules treat the process by 

which an architect creates architecture. Module 1: The Elements of Architecture 

examines the literal building blocks, such as columns, arches and roofs, but also 

more metaphoric elements such as landmarks and openings that admit light and 

frame views. It also poses that, over time, humans have ascribed meaning and 

symbolism to these building blocks. Module 2: Composition teaches the ways 

architects combine the elements to shape architectural space and create places for 

human habitation. Module 3: Stance teaches students that every architectural 

project begins with an idea or agenda that guides the architect’s compositional 

decisions. Module 4: Visualization explains the process by which the architect 

transforms the idea into physical form through drawing and modelmaking. 

The next two modules discuss distinct approaches architects take to 

geometry and form-making. Module 5: Ideal Geometry analyzes architects’ use of 

platonic forms, while Module 6: Organic Geometry looks at the ways outside 

forces, such as environmental conditions, function/use conditions or social 

conditions, influence architectural form. The final two modules take a more 

theoretical approach by looking at architectural design through the lenses of 

typology (Module 7) and phenomenology (Module 8).  

In the lectures of these modules we have incorporated many examples of 

twentieth-century Spanish architecture, and we discuss these examples as evidence 

of human creativity alongside specimens from other times and places. By 

connecting each of these examples with the peculiar social, political and cultural 

contexts of 20th century Spain, students gain an understanding of architecture that 

is more complex, nuanced and global than would be possible if Spain, with all its 

idiosyncrasies, were excluded.  

 
8 Simon Unwin, Analysing Architecture, 5th Edition (Taylor & Francis, 2020) p. 42, 94. 
9 Unwin also includes a few buildings built in Spain by foreigners like Mies van der Rohe (German, 

Barcelona Pavilion), Frank Gehry (Canadian-American, Hotel Marqués de Riscal) and Pezo von 

Ellrichshausen (Chilean, Solo House Matarraña). 
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Module 3: Stance presents the architectural design process as a purposeful 

act that is deeply affected by the architect’s and the community’s experiences, 

attitudes, positions, agendas, philosophies and value systems. The module 

discusses the ideological stances evident in the Pyramids of Giza, Alberti’s 15th 

century Palazzo Medici Ricardi in Florence, the 17th century Japanese gardens of 

the Katsura Imperial Villa, the United States Capitol Building, Louis Sullivan’s 

1890 Wainwright Building in St. Louis and Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1907 Unity 

Temple in Oak Park, Illinois.  

Alongside these specimens, module three also investigates Spain’s 1937 

Pavilion at the World’s Fair in Paris, which conveyed an overtly political message 

to the rest of the world in no uncertain terms: that Franco was a rebel and impostor 

whose goal was to turn Spain into a backwards, totalitarian state, and that, 

conversely, the Second Republic was Spain’s legitimate—and modern—

government.10 The pavilion’s architects, Josep Lluís Sert (from Catalunya) and Luis 

Lacasa (from Asturias), made these abstract assertions legible in the building’s 

form, façade and spatial arrangement. They designed the pavilion as a modern, 

industrialized, multi-story rectangular block that floated one story above the ground 

on pilotis, which are slender columns typical to the 1920s and 1930s work of Sert’s 

and Lacasa’s Swiss-French mentor, internationally recognized architect Le 

Corbusier. From the street level, the entry path led to two broad stairs: one guided 

visitors underneath the pavilion’s hovering volume as they ascended a few steps to 

the top of a platform into the wide, shady, open-air courtyard covered by a fabric 

canopy. Sert and Lacasa projected this courtyard—and Second Republic Spain, by 

extension—as a democratic meeting place for the nations, where ideas could be 

exchanged freely. The other stair took visitors directly up to the second level where 

most of the exhibits were located. The surface of the multi-story volume was 

composed of a grid of evenly spaced columns. Some of the spaces between the 

columns were left open to allow free passage of air, light and people, while others 

were infilled with glass walls that loosely resembled the windows of modern 

factories. The pavilion ostensibly communicated that the Second Republic was a 

modern government, and that all are welcome here.  

Prior to the Spanish Civil War, Sert and Lacasa were among Spain’s most 

recognized names in modern architecture, both nationally and internationally. Their 

participation as founding members of GATEPAC (Grupo de Artistas y Técnicos 

Españoles para el Progreso de la Arquitectura Contemporánea) and its quarterly 

journal AC Documentos de la Actividad Contemporánea, published between 1931 

and 1937, thrust them into the spotlight in their home country. For their support of 

the Republic, both were exiled abroad during and after the Civil War. Lacasa fled 

to Moscow and later Beijing. Sert went into exile in New York and later Boston, 

 
10 Grau Urtzi, “Diachronic Pavilion.  Variations of the Pabellón de la República Española”, Revista 

de Arquitectura, vol. 24, 2022, 172—185. 
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where he established himself among the USA’s leading practicing architects and 

academics at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design (GSD). From 

1953—1959 Sert served as Dean at the GSD. And following World War II, he 

emerged as an international leader in urban planning, serving as President of the 

Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) from 1947—1956. Their 

Pavilion at the 1937 Paris fair presaged these global leadership positions. 

Many such national pavilions at World’s Fairs of the 1930s could 

demonstrate the ways architecture takes stances on political ideologies (rightly so, 

the Nazi and Soviet pavilions at the same fair are often cited). But the Spanish 

pavilion is uniquely impactful for undergraduate students at American universities 

because of its role as the original architectural backdrop of three modern artworks 

that many of them have already studied in art and art history classes. It was the 

original display venue for Picasso’s famous painting Guernica (now housed in 

Madrid’s Reina Sofía Museum), which depicted the atrocities, devastation, chaos 

and death wrought by Franco’s bombing of the Basque town of the same name. It 

also displayed Joan Miró’s painting El Segador (The Reaper, now disappeared), 

which honored the labor of the everyday working class—one of the key values for 

the socialist Second Republic. And Alexander Calder’s Mercury Fountain sat on 

axis under the floating volume of galleries, between the entrance stair and the 

courtyard. Calder’s piece (now housed in Barcelona’s Fundació Joan Miró) was an 

abstract sculpture composed of organically shaped steel plates that spouted liquid 

mercury, rather than water, in remembrance of Franco’s siege of Almadén. In this 

town near Ciudad Real, Franco exploited Republican prisoners of war by forcing 

them to extract the lethally toxic liquid metal. This module contextualizes these 

works of art, with which many of the students are already familiar, within their 

original architectural setting. As such, Sert’s and Lacasa’s pavilion gives students 

a new appreciation for architecture as a reflection of the values of the people that 

create it. 

In module six we teach students the ways that architecture often uses 

organic geometry to respond to its physical setting by shaping architecture to suit 

natural processes and the earthy conditions of life. It defines organic geometry as 

architectural form that arises from the architect’s deep study of, and sensitive 

response to, the building’s site or the project’s programmatic or functional 

requirements. Along with other more well-known buildings in which organic 

geometry is prominent, such as Frank Lloyd Wright’s Robie House (Chicago) and 

Fallingwater and Alvar Aalto’s Säynätsalo Town Hall (Säynätsalo, Finland), the 

module presents the work of three prominent Spanish architects from the Francoist 

period. In the 1950s Madrid architect Miguel Fisac designed a series of organic 

shapes he could cast in concrete, whose forms were inspired by his study of sections 

of animal bones he bought from his local butcher. He then repeated these concrete 

components in series to form the structural beams of his 1963 Centro de Estudios 
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Hidrográficos in Madrid.11 The result of Fisac’s formal experimentation was a 

beautiful undulating ceiling plane that admitted and diffused daylight while 

simultaneously providing the long-span structure required for a modern hydrologic 

laboratory. 

Likewise, the 1951 Ugalde House in Caldés d’Estrac (Catalunya), designed 

by Barcelona architects José Antonio Coderch and Manuel Valls, used organic 

geometry.12 Its form resulted from a careful, detailed study of the logic of the place, 

the shape of the land and the human activity of viewing. The house’s sinuous forms 

relied mostly on curving lines that may seem random at first, but closer inspection 

of the site plan reveals that the curving walls responded directly to the topography 

of the steeply sloped site. And the shapes of the interior spaces conformed to the 

views Coderch and Valls wanted to emphasize. Someone once asked Coderch how 

he and Valls came up with such a unique design for this house. He explained it very 

simply: “it was a man who climbed the site, sat beneath a carob tree, and saw some 

views that greatly pleased him. Then he charged me [to design] the house to save 

and enjoy this.”13 Moreover, the plan for the Ugalde House is not axial, and neither 

side of the house is a mirror copy of the other. It is balanced, albeit asymmetrically, 

and it achieves this balance organically by offsetting the long, narrow bedroom 

wing with the more centralized living, dining and cooking spaces. 

While we might argue that Spain is different, Spanish case studies of 

organic geometry like Fisac’s “bones” and the Ugalde House are particularly useful 

in this course not because they are original, but precisely because they are 

derivative. A decade younger than Sert and Lacasa, Fisac, Coderch and Valls 

graduated from the Schools of Architecture in Barcelona (Coderch and Valls, 1940) 

and Madrid (Fisac, 1942) and thereafter carried out their professional careers in 

Francoist Spain and the ensuing Transición. Having started their studies in the early 

1930s under the Republic and graduated after the war, these three architects came 

of age professionally in an environment that was entirely different than their 

predecessors, as well as their contemporaries abroad. The profoundly regressive 

policies of the Franco regime during the 1940s resulted in backwards-looking 

architecture such as Luis Gutierrez Soto’s Ministry of the Air Building in Madrid 

(1942) and Pedro Muguruza’s Valley of the Fallen (1940—1959). Yet by the late 

1940s Coderch, Valls and Fisac had already determined to incorporate innovative 

ideas of contemporary international architects into the context of Francoist Spain. 

 
11 Luis Fernández-Galiano, “Fisac, Finally”, Arquitecturas Viva, April 2004.  Online access at 

https://arquitecturaviva.com/articles/ultimos-bultos-2 (accessed on 11 Feburary 2026). 
12 Anotnio Pizza and Josep Rovira, eds., En Busca del Hogar: Coderch 1940—1964 (Mandragora, 

Madrid and Barcelona, 2000). 
13 José Antonio Coderch and Enric Sória, Conversaciones con J. A. Coderch de Sentmenat (Colegio 

Oficial de Aparejadores y Arquitectos Técnicos de Murcia, 1997), 57.  Quote translated by autor.  

Original quote: “Era un señor que subió al terreno, se sentó bajo un algarrobo y vio unas vistas que 

le gustaron una barbaridad.  Entonces me encargó la casa para salvar esto y para disfrutarlo.” 

https://arquitecturaviva.com/articles/ultimos-bultos-2
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By the early 1950s they had built examples of this on Spanish soil. Coderch, Valls, 

Fisac and others learned such organic architecture from their studies of Frank Lloyd 

Wright, Alvar Aalto (Finnish) and Erik Gunnar Asplund (Swedish). This was no 

small feat, given the total suppression of modern ideas at the Schools of 

Architecture during their years as students. Valls recalled that, during his student 

years, the School of Architecture in Barcelona had removed from the library all 

books and periodicals on modern architecture. Like teenage boys looking at dirty 

magazines, Valls and his classmates would sneak to the basement to read them in 

the dark by flashlight. 

The final two modules of the course take more theory-based approaches to 

the architectural design process. Module seven deals with typology, which it 

describes as a system (or systems) of categorization, and a way of understanding 

and organizing the world by looking for similar characteristics and properties that 

exist among classes or groups of objects. It teaches students that types are imperfect 

projections of perfect ideas, and that while types have eternal and universal 

qualities, they also continually evolve with changes in culture and technology. In 

architecture, typology enables classification and analysis of buildings according to 

use, function, material, space and perception.   

Architectural discourse on typology often centers on the theories of 

nineteenth century French Rationalists like Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de 

Quincy and Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand or twentieth-century Neo-rationalists like 

Italian architect Aldo Rossi. But in the 1970s and 1980s, Madrid-based architect 

Rafael Moneo wrote watershed pieces on typology in architecture.14 Trained in the 

Madrid School of Architecture in the 1950s, Moneo’s professional education took 

advantage of the modern ideas that Fisac, Coderch and Valls had introduced. Like 

his predecessors, Moneo was inspired by Scandinavian models, taking particular 

interest in the work of Danish architect Jørn Utzon. In fact, Moneo took this 

Scandinavian interest a step further than his predecessors. While in 1951 Fisac 

toured Scandinavia and visited buildings like Erik Gunnar Asplund’s Gothenburg 

Town Hall, in 1961 Moneo moved to Denmark to intern in Utzon’s studio. There, 

Utzon was working on an internationally visible project that engaged Moneo 

directly in his incipient studies of topology. A few years earlier Utzon’s idea of 

arranging performing arts venues under a series of gigantic, nested shells had 

secured for him the commission to design the Sydney Opera. In 1961, when Moneo 

entered his studio, Utzon was in the process of working out the design, and Moneo 

assisted Utzon in resolving the structural typology of the shells. The buildings 

Moneo designed upon returning to Madrid all reflect typology as a driving concern, 

in terms of both form (as in Sydney) and in function (as in the nineteenth century 

 
14 Rafael Moneo, “On Typology,” Oppositions, no. 13 (Summer 1978): 22-45; and Rafael Moneo, 

“The Solitude of Buildings”, Kenzo Tange Lecture, Harvard University Graduate School of Design, 

9 March 1985, reprinted in Architecture + Urbanism: A+U, (August 1989): 32—41. 
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typology theorists). Later, Moneo followed in Sert’s footsteps, serving as Chair of 

Architecture at the GSD from 1985—1990. 

Because Moneo’s buildings give a unique glimpse of typology at work in 

the design process, the course’s module seven pauses to conduct an extensive case 

study of his 1986 National Museum of Roman Art in Mérida.15 In this building, 

Moneo mobilized structural types, material types and spatial types to organize and 

display Roman art. For structural type, the obvious choice was the arch, given the 

building’s function and its location literally atop the ruins of the former Roman 

colony Augusta Emerita. Moneo’s use of successive arches makes for a space that 

is uniquely—and typologically—suited to viewing Roman art. Moneo’s choice of 

architectural materials also reflects a Rationalist´s approach to type. To construct 

these arches, which work best when built of individual masonry units to resist 

compressive loads, Moneo chose fair-faced (exposed) brick, one of the most 

common materials not only during the Roman Empire but also in twentieth century 

Spain. This choice of structural and material types also led to his typological 

organization of space. The main interior walkway intersects a series of parallel 

lines, which are the structural walls that contain the arches. This spatial 

organization also produces a useful means of organizing the art: the load-bearing 

walls are uniformly spaced, so curators can systematically arrange the collection 

for display. Although he is but one among many primary voices in typology, 

Moneo’s integration of typology teaches students that architecture can be 

simultaneously new and timeless.  

Here I have explained how and where we have incorporated examples from 

twentieth century Spanish architecture into the lecture material of Kent State 

University’s Understanding Architecture course, which is designed to expose 

students to a broad array of source material in its efforts to develop their 

appreciation of architecture. We believe that these Spanish examples expand and 

enrich the student’s understanding of architecture beyond the typical source 

material extracted from central Europe and North America. However, to date, we 

have not quantifiably assessed student learning relative to these Spanish case 

studies. Each module contains two assessment opportunities: a quiz or an exam, 

and a photo essay, in which students respond to a prompt by arranging between six 

and ten images plus a short phrase on a single sheet. These assessments focus on 

broad concepts in architectural design, rather than specific buildings like the 

Spanish examples I have cited above. But in the future, we could assess the 

usefulness of specific Spanish case studies by adding instructor-generated 

questions to the student surveys of instruction, we could qualitatively assess the 

relevance of these Spanish case studies to student learning.  

 
15 Susan Doubliet and Thomas Fisher, “Rafael Moneo”, Progressive Architecture (June 1986): 73—

85. 
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Core courses that aim at appreciation of cultural and artistic production in 

other disciplines could also use twentieth century Spanish source material 

according to these same methods. From what we have learned in our course, this 

can be effective when the subjects of the case studies are adjacent to subjects the 

students already know, for example, Sert’s and Lacasa’s Spanish Pavilion as the 

original venue for Picasso’s Guernica. Or perhaps overtly connecting Spanish 

intellectuals to the academic system in which the student is studying, like Sert’s 

and Moneo’s leadership roles at Harvard, will help US-based students see the 

relevance to their own education. Appreciation courses in other disciplines could 

also exploit the supposedly aberrant nature of creative and artistic production that 

emerges from the unique context of twentieth century Spain. The cinematic 

richness and complexity of the work of Luis Buñuel and Pedro Almodóvar would 

enrich film appreciation courses. Federico García Lorca’s oeuvre would expand 

student understanding of the ways theater reflects life. And by incorporating the 

place-based compositions of Manuel de Falla or Isaac Albéniz into music 

appreciation courses would enhance broader discussions about Impressionism, 

Romanticism and the use of folk traditions in the music of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. 

By looking across these examples of twentieth century Spanish architecture, 

it seems that Rolo was right: throughout the previous century, because of its 

geographic, political and cultural situation, Spain was neither Europe nor Africa. It 

was something different. Perhaps this difference explains why architectural 

historians tend to overlook it in discussions of the so-called “Western tradition”. 

While the art of twentieth century Spain (e.g. Picasso, Dalí, etc.) is often portrayed 

as original and generative, its architecture tends to be dismissed as aberrant, 

deviating from the standard narrative. Yet for undergraduate courses that aim to 

expose students to the diversity of processes and ideas that guide human thought 

and creative expression, deviant examples like those of twentieth century Spain 

help students develop a greater and more complex understanding of human 

creativity. 


