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Between September and December 1829, the 
Noticias de los arquitectos was published in Spain. This 
book in four volumes constitutes the foundational 
work of Spanish architectural history. Begun by the 

politician and intellectual Eugenio Llaguno around 1768, it was significantly 
augmented and completed by Juan Agustín Ceán Bermúdez between 1800 
and 1829.  

The connections between this work and the emergence of Spanish 
national identity cannot be understated. Its protracted writing process and 
the singularity of its double authorship make the Noticias de los arquitectos a 
direct witness to the evolution of thought in Spain during the six crucial 
decades in the formation of the idea of nationhood in Spain, leading to the 
political embodiment of Spanish nationalism after the Peninsula War. 

While nationalisms have by definition their own particularities, Spain is 
unique in this regard, in that its nationalism sprung partly from the feeling 
that it had been marginalized from the rest of Europe, and relegated to its 
periphery. The main impulses of national sentiment were on the one hand, 
the foreign critique of Spain and its culture, encapsulated in the “Black 
Legend,” and on the other, the perception within Spain of its own decline, 
and consequent sensitivity to these critiques (García Cárcel, La leyenda negra 
130-162). In other words, during the Enlightenment, Spain was viewed 
from both within and without its borders as a part of Europe’s periphery. 
This led to an extraordinary historiographical effort during these decades to 
demonstrate Spain’s contribution to European culture to both foreigners 
and Spaniards alike, and thus allow it to regain a central role within Europe. 
Spanish intellectuals understood that it was necessary to counter these 

 
1 This research was conducted in the frame of the project “Hacia Antonio Acisclo 
Palomino. Teoría e historiografía artísticas del Siglo de Oro” (HAR2016-79442-P), 
founded by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitivity. A first draft of 
this paper was presented at one of the two panels on Peripheral Identities in the 
Hispanic World, which was part of the ISECS International Conference on the 
Enlightenment, held in Edinburg in July 2019, where I expounded some of the 
results of my PhD dissertation. I would like to express my gratitude to Professor 
Yvonne Fuentes, who organized and coordinated both panels, for her initiative and 
for giving me the opportunity to participate. 
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negative opinions, which they blamed on ignorance, through the 
publication of works such as the Noticias. And architecture played a central 
role, because during the Enlightenment, and thanks mainly to the work of 
the French philosophes, buildings were seen in Europe as the expression in 
stone of a country’s identity. This idea was accepted in Spain by most 
intellectuals and is evident in the Noticias de los arquitectos, as well as in other 
works such as Antonio Ponz’s Viaje de España (1772-1794) or Jovellanos’s 
Elogio de D. Ventura Rodríguez (1790) (Crespo, “Escribir la historia”). 

The aim of this paper is therefore to reflect on how architecture, or 
more specifically, its historiography, was used to build Spanish identity; an 
identity that was marginalized during the Enlightenment, but to the eyes of 
Spanish intellectuals deserved a central place in European culture. And we 
will reflect on this through the Noticias because, in addition to its protracted 
writing process and foundational nature, it had a deep impact on the further 
historiography of Spanish architecture. So we will look first at the context in 
which this work was begun and then briefly analyze how the strategies used 
to promote Spanish architecture were intended to shift it from the 
periphery to the center. Finally, we will reflect on the controversies 
surrounding Llaguno’s and Céan Bermúdez’s texts within the wider debates 
on Spanish identity. This remains significant, because the impact of this 
“architectural” identity created during the Enlightenment continues to 
today. 

 
The emergence of a “National” historiography 

As several scholars have shown, while the full political meaning of 
Spanish nationalism emerged with the Constitution of 1812, its roots dated 
back many decades, and culture played an essential role in this process. 
Throughout the eighteenth century, Spanish intellectuals, supported by 
academic institutions and, ultimately, by the monarchy, reconsidered the 
country’s past and undertook several projects with unequal success to study 
Spain’s cultural legacy.2 Initiatives of this kind were motivated to a large 
extent by foreign critiques of Spain. Such luminaries as Voltaire, 
Montesquieu or the Jesuits Tiraboschi and Bettinelli, took issue with Spain’s 
actions in its American colonies, the Inquisition and lambasted the 
country’s supposed inferior cultural standing (Mestre, “La imagen” and 
Apología). The reaction within Spain peaked after Masson de Morvilliers’s 
claims that Spain had made no contribution to European culture in his 
article on Spain in L’encyclopédie méthodique (Paris, 1782). The significance of 
Masson’s claims, in my view, lies specifically in the fact that they triggered a 
flow of reactions that attest to the growing nationalist feeling in Spain 

 
2 This process increased specially after the arrival of Charles III (García Cárcel, 
Felipe V 173). The bibliography on this issue is quite vast and rich.  
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during the last decades of the eighteenth century.3 As Álvarez Barrientos 
pointed out, the response to Masson was not only about the construction 
of an image of Spain to be projected outwards, but also an internal image, 
related to knowledge of the country’s past (23). This explains the impulse 
given to historiographical works, which had begun during the previous 
decades and touched on many fields of culture. 

The Noticias de los arquitectos was born from a similar response. Llaguno, 
an intellectual and politician, began this work in reaction to criticisms and 
omissions of Spanish architects in Francesco Milizia’s Le Vite de’ più celebri 
architetti d'ogni nazione e d'ogni tempo precedute da un saggio sopra l'architettura 
(Rome, 1768).4 Over the next decades, many intellectuals expressed the 
need for a history of Spanish art as part of an effort to promote the 
importance of Spain’s artistic heritage. Their pleas even made their way into 
contemporary newspapers and other types of press materials, which is an 
indication of the importance given to historiography at the time (Úbeda 
129-140; Crespo, “Diario de Madrid” 256). Llaguno, however, was unable to 
carry out his plans to publish his research in book form, and was most likely 
prevented from doing so by his many other responsibilities and important 
positions within the State Administration. After Llaguno’s death, Ceán 
Bermúdez, who is generally considered to be Spain’s first art historian, 
received the manuscript and worked on it with the intention of publishing it 
as soon as possible. Unfortunately, his plans were cut short by political 
instability, especially with the outbreak of the Peninsular War, when Ceán 
was imprisoned in 1812 because of his collaboration with the French 
Government (García López 84). This circumstance, together with the fact 
that his contribution largely exceeds Llaguno’s, explains why this work was 
not published until 1829.5 Despite its late date, the Noticias fully belongs to 
the Enlightenment agenda to improve the country.  

 
3 Unlike nineteenth and twentieth-century nationalism, eighteenth-century 
nationalist feeling did not seek a disengagement from Europe. On the contrary, its 
goal was to place Spain at the same level of the most developed European 
countries (Diz). 
 
4 Llaguno started his research on Spanish architecture after José Nicolás de Azara 
asked him for information in order to amend Milizia’s work. As a result, the third 
edition of Miliza’s book, entitled Memorie degli architetti antichi e moderni (Parma, 1781) 
not only included biographies on Spanish architects but also more exact 
information on Spanish architecture. On this work see Cera, Arquitectura. 
 
5 Ceán organized and expanded Llaguno’s work with footnotes and appendices. 
Additionally, he extended the chronological framework of biographies from 1714 
to 1828, including “contemporary” architects, and wrote an introduction that 
included a brief history of architecture in Spain. 
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In addition to their value as historiography and power to project a 
positive image of the country, Enlightenment publications of this kind were 
seen as practical tools. The purpose of the many “histories” written during 
these decades was not only to praise Spain and its history, but to provide 
models of progress for the country’s present and future. In architecture, 
having such models was particularly important. In this regard, the 
Enlightenment saw the emergence of a new figure devoted to writing about 
the arts: the aficionado, a direct precedent of the art critic. In contrast to the 
earlier tratadistas, or authors of treatises, who were usually artists as well, the 
aficionados were academicians who lacked practical knowledge of the arts but 
enjoyed increasing power in the context of the Real Academia de Bellas 
Artes de San Fernando. The Royal Academy thus became, as Carlos 
Sambricio has argued, and organism of control of the arts, where 
intellectuals emerged as guides and arbiters of taste, a situation which would 
lead to tensions with artists (“Las ‘Oraciones’” 346-347).6 These 
intellectuals,  Llaguno and Ceán among them, had a clear agenda: to 
promote Spanish arts and contribute to their progress. 

 
Spanish architecture, from the periphery to the center 

In this new context, the emergence of identity played an essential role 
because it was necessary to clarify which –positive– values belonged to the 
Spanish essence. Yet in order to do so, an “enemy” from the outside on 
whom to blame Spain’s backwardness had to be identified. In architecture, 
this materialized as a strong reaction against the highly ornate late-Baroque 
style, which was identified with Spain’s decline under the last Habsburg 
rulers. Objections to the Baroque were common in Enlightenment Europe; 
they were part of Italian and French classicism, and related to contemporary 
polemics against luxury (Bolufer 175-179). In Spain, by relating this form of 
artistic decadence to the previous dynasty, intellectuals were able to present 
Bourbon policies as the key to the cultural recovery the country needed. 
Historiographical texts not only analyzed this “decline,” but more 
importantly proposed ways to deal with it and fix it. 

Indeed, Spanish intellectuals related architectural decadence to the 
political decline under the Habsburg kings Philip IV and Charles II, with 
harmful consequences reaching into the eighteenth century. For Llaguno, 
Ceán and their contemporaries, works such as the Royal Hospice of San 
Fernando in Madrid, designed by Pedro de Ribera (1681-1742), or the 
Transparente by Narciso Tomé (1690-1742) in the Cathedral of Toledo, 
represented the corruption of the country, as a consequence of a poor 
government. These kinds of works broke with Renaissance perspective 
through motion, dynamism and change. Thus, late Baroque forms, deemed 

 
6 This confrontation occurred in most countries, and most strongly in France 
(Crow 182-184). 
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to “fool the eye,” represented the opposite of balance, stability and truth, 
the necessary virtues of classical architecture according to Enlightenment 
thinkers. 

Furthermore, the politicizing of architectural “decadence” is apparent 
in the terminology used to describe late baroque buildings, façades and 
altarpieces, which was not specific to architecture. It represented “bad 
taste” at all levels. And according to Llaguno in the Noticias, good and bad 
taste advance in all things at the same pace (“el bueno o mal gusto camina 
en todas las cosas a un mismo paso”) (IV, 107).7 

Although never fully defined, bad taste was identified as the exact 
opposite of the good taste these academicians aspired to, and which 
Jovellanos defined as accuracy of opinion, and refined and delicate 
judgement (“exactitud de juicio, fino y delicado discernimiento”); meaning 
that the most essential talents in life were “not only to talk and write, but 
also to hear and read,” and even more “to feel and think.”8 Furthermore, 
the implications of good taste went well beyond aesthetics, as expressed by 
the Ilustrado Juan Pablo Forner, who said that “without goodness, truth and 
beauty there is no good taste.”9 Ultimately, this opposition to Baroque 
would allow the Spanish Muses to recover their “ancient glory and 
splendor,” in the words of Jovellanos (Álvarez de Miranda 499). Such a 
combat, however, required the identification of “enemies” responsible for 
this cultural decline, and specifically for this architectural “depravity”. 

While some Spanish altarpiece painters and sculptors —seen as 
“intruding” on an art reserved for architects (Bérchez 205-209)—, and 
patrons, authors of Baroque treatises such as Antonio Palomino (1655-
1726), and even the public, were seen as responsible for the diffusion of 
bad taste, Llaguno and Ceán tried to disassociate decorative Baroque forms 
from the Spanish essence by blaming them on foreigners. First and 
foremost, Llaguno and other intellectuals ranted against the Italian architect 
Francesco Borromini, whose creativity had so corrupted Spanish minds, 
they argued, that a “borrominesque cult” had taken hold. The painter and 
architect Francisco de Herrera el Mozo (1627-1685), who worked in the 
Basilica del Pilar in Zaragoza, was said to have brought to Spain the 

 
7 The vehemence of these authors was not free of contradictions, as for instance 
regarding Baroque theatre, as Álvarez Barrientos (“El barroco”) and Checa Beltrán 
have shown. In fact, it was during these decades that the concept of the Spanish 
Golden Age started to take hold. 
 
8 “El talento más necesario en el uso de la vida […] no solo para hablar y escribir, 
sino también para oír y leer, y aun me atrevo a decir que para sentir y pensar” (Diz 
70). 
 
9 “Sin bondad, sin verdad y sin belleza no hay buen gusto en nada” (Forner 188; 
Diz 70). 
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“borrominesque manner,” which later allowed for the development of what 
Ponz and Ceán called the “churrigueresque cult,” referring to the 
Churriguera family of architects, but extending to figures such as the 
mentioned Pedro de Ribera and the painter and architect José Jiménez 
Donoso (1632-1690). 

Ceán adopted this stance and extended it to the Austrian Wendel 
Dietterlin, whose treatise Architectura. Von Außtheilung, Symmetria und 
Proportion der Fünff Seulen, and more particularly its second edition published 
in Nuremberg in 1598, he viewed as the source of such “depravity.” Ceán 
even devoted an essay or Discurso to this issue, his Origen del churriguerismo 
(1816), where he drew the relationship between decadence and the late-
Hapsburg dynasty, but also saw it in a connection between arts and 
sciences.  

In a similar fashion, the Italian artist Luca Giordano (1634-1705) was 
blamed for the poor quality of later Spanish painting (Portús 32-33).10 Spain 
was therefore freed of any responsibility for its own “decline” or decadence 
and thus not deserving to be marginalized, or placed at the periphery of 
Europe. On the contrary, it was worthy of a central role in European 
culture; and this claim, as we will see, will be made by demonstrating the 
survival of classicism. 

In the goal to “restore” the glory of the Spanish Empire, it was 
essential to show that classicism, the style that epitomized Enlightenment 
values, was the real and genuine essence of Spanish art. The two concepts 
were tightly connected, since the exemplary moment chosen to demonstrate 
this classical essence was the sixteenth-century reign of Phillip II and the 
construction of the Escorial monastery (1563-1584). This building was 
deeply symbolic from the beginning, and during the Enlightenment even 
more so. Its importance was twofold: first, as an expression of the splendor 
achieved under Phillip II, when the Spanish Empire had reached the height 
of its power, and second, as the greatest example of formal sobriety, 
epitomizing a pure Spanish classicism, which would subsequently be 
adopted by several architects, up to and including Juan Gómez de Mora 
(1586-1648).11 Be that as it may, many foreigners, among them Voltaire and 
Milizia, had attributed the Escorial to Italian and French architects; in other 
words, they tried to “rob” Spaniards of their main architectural glory.  

 
10 Similarly, Luis José Velázquez pointed to Italy to explain the decadence of 
Spanish poetry (Álvarez Barrientos, “Nación” 111). 
 
11 Even though today Gomez de Mora, who designed the Plaza Mayor of Madrid 
and other works, is clearly identified as a Baroque architect, during the 
Enlightenment he was included in this Roman-Renaissance-Enlightenment 
paradigm. This underscores the flaws and rigidity of stylistic labels (Marías, “En 
torno” 84; Escobar 258). 
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This kind of “attack” prompted a form of exaggerated praise of the 
Escorial and its Spanish architects, especially Juan de Herrera, whose 
contribution consisted primarily in finishing the work of Juan Bautista de 
Toledo. Herrera, an architect trained in Spain and not Italy, was highly 
overrated and somehow turned into a national hero, and to some extent, 
remains so today (Cera, “Visiones”). Ceán and Llaguno promoted the 
Escorial as Spain’s main architectural model and Ceán in particular 
encouraged young architects to follow in the footsteps of Toledo and 
Herrera.12 More importantly, however, both authors tried to establish a link 
between the period of Phillip II and their own time because, as Daniela 
Bleichmar and other authors have argued, in Spain, the Enlightenment 
project was mainly focused on bringing back past prosperity. In the brief 
history of Spanish architecture Ceán included as an introduction to the 
Noticias, he attempts to place the architecture of Roman Hispania on par 
with that in Rome. The Roman-Renaissance-Enlightenment connection as a 
means to demonstrate the persistence of a Spanish classicism is evident, and 
it has a political scope: to identify the Bourbons and, in particular Charles 
III, with Spain’s greatest prosperity. 

Spanish Ilustrados asserted that the Bourbon monarchy had come to 
Spain with the mission to eliminate bad taste responsible for “polluting” 
Spanish society. Jovellanos extoled Philip V for crossing the Pyrenees with 
the ardent desire to restore Spanish arts and sciences, and Ceán eloquently 
expressed how, in order to eradicate the preceding “plague” from Spain, a 
powerful weapon and a wise master were needed. Fortunately, Providence 
had sent the Bourbon dynasty and the best professors [artists] from Italy 
and France.13 For architecture, this meant works such as the new royal 
palace in Madrid, begun after a fire destroyed the former Alcázar in 1734. 
Even though the royal palace was originally designed by the eminent Italian 
architect Filippo Juvarra (1678-1736) and after his death was continued by 
his disciple Giambattista Sachetti (1690-1764)14 Ceán stressed the large 
number of Spanish architects who worked on the palace construction and 

 
12 “Jóvenes españoles, seguid las pisadas que Toledo y Herrera dejaron marcadas en 
esa gran fábrica del Escorial, y ellas os señalarán los límites de saber en la 
arquitectura, sin incurrir en los caprichos y extravagancias de una imaginación 
exaltada” (Ceán in Milizia, Arte 213). 
 
13 “Cuando [Felipe V] pasó los Pirineos ya le inflamaba el deseo de restaurar en 
España las ciencias y las artes.” “Para poder desterrar de España la peste anterior 
era necesario un brazo poderoso y un maestro sabio” “la Providencia destinó por 
fortuna […] la dinastía de los Borbones y los mejores profesores que había 
entonces en Italia y Francia.” Both statements where included by Ceán in the 
Noticias (I, XXVIII-XXVIII). 

 
14 The project was substantially reduced. On its changes see Fernández Almoguera. 
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who were trained in the rules of good taste.15 The connection between the 
“resurrection” of Spanish architecture and the Bourbon dynasty, and the 
leading role of Spaniards in this resurrection, are both key in Cean’s 
discourse. 

The admiration Ceán, Ponz, Jovellanos and their contemporaries felt 
for the architecture of the royal palace and, by extension, for the buildings 
begun under the first Bourbons, however, was not unbounded. They all 
softly criticized works like the royal palace that were mostly designed in a 
classicist Baroque style, which was current in France and Italy during the 
first decades of eighteenth century but then became outmoded in the 
following decades. Ceán explained the “flawed” new style as the choice of 
foreign artists by the Italian Isabel de Farnesio, second wife of King Philip 
V. 

Ceán expressed regret at the choice of foreign over Spanish architects 
such as Giovanni Antonio Medrano (1703-1760) –who was actually of 
Neapolitan origin, but Ceán thought he was Spanish. After strongly praising 
Medrano’s design for the Teatro di San Carlo in Naples, Ceán complained 
about the obsession with “looking to foreign countries for the good that 
exists in one’s own country.”16 This led him to make an impassioned 
argument about the “defects” in Spanish dramaturgy as related to bad taste 
in the architecture of Spanish theatres, which could have been avoided by 
relying on the expertise of local artists. He made similar accusations against 
the Convent of the Salesas Reales by François Carlier (1707-1760) and 
Francisco Moradillo (1720-1784) or the Real Casa de Correos (1768) by 
Jaime [Jacques] Marquet (1710-1782), which sits in Madrid’s iconic Puerta 
del Sol and is today the seat of the regional government. 

These opinions are representative of the criticisms during the second 
half of the eighteenth century against the central role played by foreign 
artists, supported by the early Bourbon monarchs (Sambricio, Sobre 121): by 
depending on foreigners, they argued, Spain had remained on the periphery. 
Instead, Spain should rely on its own artists and promote their activity in 
order to build exemplary works, whose style could be admired and exported 
to other countries. This explains the great emphasis placed not only on the 
Escorial and on the architecture of Juan de Herrera, but also on Ventura 

 
15 It is striking how Enlightenment authors thought European classicist Baroque 
was more Spanish than Spanish late Baroque tradition. To their minds, Spanish late 
Baroque had a foreign origin, even though it had been as well developed by 
Spanish artists, whereas even though classicist Baroque was brought by foreigners 
as well, it was part of Spanish tradition (Rodríguez Ruiz, “La Real Academia”). This 
distorted view had deep historiographical consequences.  

 
16 “Tal es el trastorno de las cosas humanas, y la manía de buscar en los países 
extranjeros lo bueno que cada uno tiene en el suyo” (IV, 227). 
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Rodríguez (who like Herrera, had trained only in Spain) and his works, seen 
as the embodiment of a classicism with Spanish roots. 

The demonstration of the existence of a Spanish classicism was also 
necessary to refute critiques made by foreigners such as Voltaire, in his 
Essai sur l’histoire générale et sur les moeurs jusq’à nos jours (1756), claimed that 
Spain did not have a proper school of painting and refused to acknowledge 
any progress in the field of architecture (IV, 137); and Masson, in addition 
to disparaging Spain’s inferiority in arts, sciences and architecture, said that 
it needed foreign artists to improve its situation (561). 

Efforts to establish a history of classicism in Spain, therefore, had a 
dual purpose: to praise the new Bourbon dynasty’s initiatives, and to show 
contemporary architects the way forward, and how to combat Spain’s 
decadence on every level. And these authors believed that the important 
task of returning Spain and its architecture to the place they deserved was 
becoming a reality, especially with the arrival of King Charles III, whose 
positive influence has perhaps been overrated, to the detriment of other 
monarchs such as Ferdinand VI (Domínguez Ortiz 269). Charles III was 
the beneficiary of immense cultural propaganda in literature, painting, 
architecture and other fields, in such works as the Ensayo de una biblioteca 
española de los mejores escritores del reinado de Carlos III (1785) by Juan Sepere y 
Guarinos. In most written works published during these decades the king 
was praised for promoting the arts, initiating public works and ultimately 
for restoring reason and good taste. Charles III is unquestionably one of the 
main heroes of the Noticias and of other historiographical works, such as 
Ponz’s Viaje de España, which all shared a similar political agenda.  

These authors presented most contemporary Spanish architects as heirs 
to Herrera, illuminated by the light Charles III had brought to the country. 
For instance, Ceán talked about Ventura Rodríguez (1717-1785) as the 
architect who had brought back classicism –regardless of the fact that his 
architecture has clear ties with the late-Baroque. The building that perhaps 
best exemplified his achievement in their view was the one that today hosts 
the Prado Museum, which was originally designed as the Natural Sciences 
Cabinet. This building stood for the classicism Spaniards aspired to, 
because its architect, Juan de Villanueva (1739-1811), had trained in Italy 
but also in the tradition of the Escorial. The result was a compositionally 
innovative structure, which came out of a deep knowledge of architectural 
history. Additionally its function, the progress of science, made it a building 
designed with a view to the future. Last but not least, at some distance from 
the royal palace, this building was erected in the new heart of 
Enlightenment Madrid: the Salón del Prado, today known as the Paseo del 
Prado (Álvarez Barrientos, Cultura 51). In fact, it was conceived in 
connection with other scientific institutions, such as the astronomical 
observatory —also designed by Villanueva— and the Botanical Garden. 
Thus, it was the embodiment of Enlightenment ideas and politics and 
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demonstrates the growing role that art and especially architecture played in 
the national project.17 

Furthermore, as Llaguno saw it, the building Villanueva designed was 
not just classicist but “the most Greek architecture that in Modern times” 
had been built in Europe (AGS, Estado, leg. 8.157 Jordán de Urríes 66). 
This ultimately meant that Spain might finally be able to serve as a model to 
the rest of Europe and not act merely as a passive recipient of its good 
taste. Ceán completely agreed with Llaguno and in addition to highly 
praising the design, declared that foreigners could not turn their eyes away 
from such “perfection” (IV, 333). 

 
Identity and otherness 

While they may have agreed on the importance of Villanueva’s classical 
design, the differences between Llaguno and Ceán, and the more than three 
decades that separated their contributions to the Noticias are apparent in 
issues as relevant to Spanish identity as the role of the Islamic legacy and 
the debate on the origins of Gothic style. While classicism remained the 
dominant style well into the nineteenth century, the Enlightenment ushered 
in a period of increased interest in medieval forms. In the development of 
national narratives, the Middle Ages occupied a central position, because it 
was believed to be the time when the specific character of a people was 
formed. Once again, the Spanish case is quite different from the rest, 
precisely because of its Islamic past. Nonetheless, in the absence of a 
unified interpretation of the past, there was controversy regarding the 
inclusion (or not) of Islamic heritage in Spanish identity. The basis of this 
controversy was the opposition between Visigoths, who were viewed as the 
founders of the Spanish monarchy, especially after their conversion to 
Christianism, and Islam.18 This opposition was already present in Christian 
chronicles of the late ninth century, and survived into the Enlightenment 
(Andreu Miralles 172-173). This attitude led to a series of historical and 
antiquarian works that promoted castellanismo and Gothic mythology as the 
bases of Spanish identity, born out of the struggle against Islam, in which 
the Asturian kings, as successors to the Visigoths, played a fundamental role 
(Álvarez Junco 80-81). This thesis gained strength during the 
Enlightenment, spurred on by the centralizing politics of the Bourbon 
monarchy and growing nationalism. 

A good indication of the continued importance of the “Visigothic 
thesis” is the fact that Llaguno began his draft of the Noticias with the 

 
17 This was further expressed through ornament on the building, such as the 16 
tondi with effigies of Spanish artists. 
 
18 This issue on the origins of Spain is, of course, much more complex. In this 
regard see García Cárcel, 2011 113-170.  
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Asturian “restoration” –in other words, with the “recuperation” of the 
Spanish territory by the Christian kings, the process that within a Christian 
optic is known as the Reconquista. Furthermore, Llaguno presented a 
“Spanish” architectural tradition expunged of any Islamic content; 
something that Ceán would not do. The refusal to include Islamic culture in 
the country’s past was shared by other scholars, such as Azara, since they 
believed its inclusion would reinforce Spain’s peripheral position. This 
belief was echoed by some foreigners, because Spain’s Islamic past was 
sometimes used to emphasize the difference between a cultured Northern 
Europe and the widespread barbarity across the Pyrenees. However, most 
travelers and some intellectuals showed a clear fascination with Spain’s 
Islamic past and its heritage. Interestingly, Voltaire praised the level of 
culture and magnificence reached by Muslims in Spain, while he criticized 
Spain’s Christian Kingdoms. On the other hand, in his Travels Through Spain 
in the Years 1775 and 1776 (London, 1779), the influential travel writer 
Henry Swinburne emphasized the prosperity Muslim Spain reached from 
the period of the Caliphate of Córdoba, which in his opinion, was without 
parallel in the rest of Spain’s history (Swinburne 276-306). 

Swinburne’s words irritated Azara to the point that he addressed a 
letter to Antonio Ponz, which the latter quoted in his Viaje de España. Azara 
lamented how Spain was criticized and how Swinburne “[…] speaks at 
length about the Moors, their history, and architecture, especially in 
Córdoba and Granada, and showers that sublime nation with praise, to then 
humiliate our own, leaving no doubt as to where we fit in the comparison” 
(Ponz I, XXXVIII). Likewise Llaguno, emboldened by the controversy 
surrounding Masson’s work, lamented how foreigners “paint this country 
worse than Arabia” (AHN, Estado leg. 2992). This attitude must be seen in 
combination with the spread of other currents of thought, in particular of 
the so-called “oriental despotism” (Calatrava 89-113). 

However, the emphasis on the Visigothic past and this exclusionary 
vision did not suppress a growing interest in Islamic culture.19 The interest 
in Orientalism, and study of Islamic heritage took hold in the mid-
eighteenth century in several European countries, to varying degrees. In 
Spain, this curiosity was shared by prominent intellectuals as well as 
politicians, such as the learned minister Campomanes, and even by the 
monarchy, which contributed to the institutionalization of the studies on 

 
19 The ideas expressed in the following paragraphs are taken from my article 
“'Nuestros árabes’? The Rediscovery of Spanish Islamic Architecture from an 
Enlightened Gaze in Isabelle Dozallek and Mattia Guidetti (eds.), Rediscovering 
Objects from Islamic Lands in Enlightenment Europe, Routledge, Series Studies in Art 
Historiography (forthcoming, 2021), where I developed the issue of the 
Enlightened reception of Spanish Islamic architecture from a broader perspective.  
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the legacy of al-Andalus.20 It received strong encouragement from literary 
and philological circles, notably from figures such as Miguel Casiri, Andrés 
Marcos Burriel or Francisco Pérez Bayer.21 In fact, in the mid-eighteenth 
century, Burriel even stated that while other nations turned to the study of 
Arabic in search of erudition, in Spain it came out of necessity, having been 
dominated by the “Moors” for over 700 years.22 Other authors were keen 
on Islamic cultural achievements in Iberia. For instance, Pedro and Rafael 
Rodríguez Mohedano included Islamic culture in their Historia literaria de 
España (1766-1791) and Masdeu talked about “our Arabs” in fairly positive 
terms in his Historia crítica de España (1783-1805). 

As for architecture, José Ortiz y Sanz would even include Islamic 
architecture in his defense of the study of archaeology as a means of 
“restoring good architecture”, stating that “there is no building of antiquity 
(not excepting Arabic [los arabescos]) that we cannot seek advantage from on 
infinite occasions.”23 The Royal Art Academy of San Fernando played a 
central role in this process, through the publication of the emblematic work 
Las Antigüedades Árabes de España (1787-1804). This famous project 
originated around mid-century, and somewhat ironically, was rekindled by 
the publication of Swinburne’s work (Almagro 26).24 Aside from the 
intrinsic value of the Antigüedades árabes de España, and its contribution to 
the understanding and broader awareness of the heritage of Islamic Spain, 
there was a concerted effort by some academics to integrate the work into 
repertories and histories of Spanish architecture, as seen in its early 
connection to the failed Colección de monumentos españoles project, an academic 
endeavor to create the image of national architecture.25 In the late 1770s, 
Ignacio de Hermosilla, the Secretary of the Academy of San Fernando, 

 
20 Almagro 14-15. 
 
21 For an overview of this issues, see Viguera 107-119. 
 
22 “Las demás naciones aprenden la lengua arábiga, digámoslo así, por erudición, en 
España debe tomarse este estudio por necesidad, porque españoles fueron o se 
hicieron, los moros que nos dominaron por más de 700 años”; quoted in Echánove 
67. 
 
23 “No hay edificio alguno de la antigüedad (sin exceptuar los arabescos) de quien 
no podamos aprovecharnos ventajosamente en infinitas ocasiones” (Ortiz y Sanz, 
“prólogo.”) 
 
24 In his Informe […] sobre la publicación de los monumentos de Granada y Córdoba, 
Jovellanos claimed that the English had tried to rob the Spanish of the glory of 
analyzing and publishing this Spanish Islamic heritage. 
 
25 Rodríguez, “Las Antigüedades” 98-99. 
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recorded the provisions made for the publication the Antigüedades Árabes 
and indicated that the work would be published together with Llaguno’s 
history of Spanish architects –i.e., the text that became Llaguno first 
manuscript of the Noticias.26 Though nothing came of these plans, the mere 
fact that the Mezquita of Córdoba, the Alhambra of Granada and the 
classically-designed palace of Charles V would be presented together 
indicates an inclusive approach within historiography at the time.  

As we can see, there was room for two visions of Spain’s past to 
coexist, one that excluded al-Andalus, and the other that was increasingly 
opened to its inclusion into Spanish history. The Noticias are a perfect 
witness of this process. While Llaguno denied any bond between Spanish 
identity and the Islamic past and refused to make any reference to this 
architecture, Ceán had a totally different attitude, showing a certain awe and 
respect towards an architecture that he might not completely understand, 
but seeing it as an essential part of Spain’s past.  

In the brief history of Spanish architecture Ceán inserted at the 
beginning of the Noticias, he included the Islamic period, and thus 
significantly contradicted the stated intentions of his predecessor. In fact, in 
this introduction, he also expressed a stronger appreciation for Spanish 
Islamic architecture than for Visigothic architecture, pointing to the latter’s 
destructive nature and lack of taste, in comparison to Islamic culture, which 
he characterized as having “greater art and intelligence”, thanks to their 
knowledge of mathematics and “other sciences and arts.” Despite his 
sometimes extravagant theories, Céan clearly admired this architecture. He 
contemplated the decorative richness of its interiors, and its solid and 
durable structures such as aqueducts, which was particularly important to 
the Enlightenment. However, his praise of Islamic architecture was much 
stronger in his draft of the introduction than in the final publication.27 Be 
that as it may, in the succinct list of examples Ceán included in the 
introduction (though in truth, for the period it was rather long) one finds 
famous monuments such as the Seville Giralda and Alcázar, and the 
Alhambra of Granada, along with other religious and civil architecture, 
including fortified walls, castles, bridges, aqueducts, etc., from the ninth 
through the thirteenth centuries, many of which by then had already 

 
26 Specifically, the “catálogo historiado de los arquitectos que han florecido en 
España” written by Llaguno; RABASF, Juntas Particulares, 1770-1775, sign. 3/122. 
Rodríguez and Sambricio 150. 
 
27 For example, in Ceán’s draft there are paragraphs that were later eliminated but 
that praised the “magnificence and decorum” of the decoration of pavements, the 
typological variety of this architecture, and references to Córdoba, which he stated 
clearly gave “una idea de los conocimientos que tenía en el arte esta nación [pueblo] 
no tan bárbara como se supone, y del modo con que le fomentaban”; BNE: ms. 
21.458/6, s/f. 
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disappeared. Most of these were in Andalusia, and Seville in particular, 
where Ceán had lived for three years. He also mentions a few examples of 
Islamic architecture, most of which have now disappeared. 

Ceán also felt that many things could be learned from this architecture, 
but that trying to explain them would lead to error because they did not 
resemble any other architecture.28 In other words, the language and 
theoretical tools of architecture and its description had not been developed 
for anything other than for the Vitruvian, classical syntax; and Ceán seems 
to be mindful of the pitfalls of gauging Islamic architecture through the 
optics of classicism, and of the need to develop criteria and terminology 
specific to it.  

In his draft of the introductory text, Ceán justified the inclusion of the 
glossary as proof of “the Moors’ influence on Spanish architecture.” 
Revealing as it is of Ceán’s opinion of the role of Spanish Islamic 
architecture within the wider tradition of Spanish architecture, this sentence 
was ultimately removed from the definitive version of the text. The final 
version did however maintain the idea that these architectural forms 
endured, when Ceán ends his discussion of Islamic architecture with a brief 
–if mistaken– allusion to “Mozarabic” architecture, today generally 
identified in the historiography as “Mudéjar.” For Ceán, this concept 
designated architecture that had been produced at a moment of disruption 
for Islamic architecture, with the shift to another religion. Underlying 
Ceán’s thinking, therefore, is the origins of what Bury called the “Mudéjar 
fallacy,” in other words, the invention of Mudéjar style (Marías, “Cuando el 
Escorial” 30). However, Ceán by no means meant to exalt it as an 
independent style, nor did he claim that it was specific to Spain, as would 
later be argued from a clearly nationalist position. Ceán’s point of view was 
far less biased, however, and it is interesting for two reasons. First of all, it 
shows how the view of Islamic architecture evolved from being the “proof” 
of Spain’s peripheral situation to representing a prestigious style, to the 
point that during the nineteenth century it was imitated, giving rise to the 
“Neo-Arab” or “Moorish Revival” style. Secondly, as we mentioned at the 
beginning, the persistence of the concept of “Mudéjar” proves the impact 
of the ideas developed during the creation of Enlightened identities. In fact, 
the term “Plateresque,” which was also introduced by Ceán, was the result 
of a parallel process. 

There are similar differences in Llaguno and Céan’s ideas on Gothic 
architecture, a style whose reappraisal began in the eighteenth century 
throughout Europe, and reached its peak during the nineteenth century.29 

 
28 “otras muchas cosas se podían referir de este género de arquitectura; pero no se 
acierta a explicarlas por no parecerse a las de los otros géneros” (I, XXV). 
 
29 England was the exception at this regard thanks to the early interest in medieval 
monuments (Brooks 47-48). 
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Llaguno, as well as other scholars such as Ponz and the Marquis of Ureña 
appreciated Gothic architecture, but always in an inferior position to the 
classical style.30 Ceán, on the other hand, and other authors before him, like 
Jovellanos or Antonio de Capmany, enthusiastically praised the Spanish 
Gothic style, possibly thanks to their knowledge of English models. More 
importantly, Ceán tried to make Spanish Gothic independent from the 
larger European current, asserting that Spanish Gothic cathedrals, such as 
the Burgos Cathedral, are in no way inferior to other Cathedrals in Europe 
(nada tienen que envidiarles…) (I, XXXIV).  

In addition to their different opinions on the Gothic style, they had an 
opposite view on its origins, which led Ceán to contradict Llaguno. Llaguno 
refers to it as “gótico-germánico”,31 a term that derives from the Italian 
Renaissance disparagement of the style that gave birth to the “Barbarian 
theory”. Although this view faded over time, the term “gótico-germánico” 
still made reference to the Carolingian (that is to say, German and French) 
origin of the style. This allowed Llaguno to emphasize his view against 
Islamic culture, because Charlemagne was also considered a triumphant 
enemy of Muslims. In fact, the Christian-Muslim dichotomy was repeated 
in different parts of Llaguno’s text on Medieval architecture. 

By contrast, Ceán gradually denied this origin of the style, and in his 
introduction to the Noticias, presented the orientalist theory on the origin of 
Gothic style, according to which the Gothic style was brought from Syria 
and Palestine by the crusaders. This theory was widespread in France and 
especially in England during the eighteenth century and was introduced in 
Spain by Jovellanos in his Elogio de las Bellas Artes (1781), and developed in 
his Elogio de D. Ventura Rodríguez (1790).32  Jovellanos highlighted the 

 
 
30 Isidoro de Bosarte, who wrote a “Disertación sobre el estilo que llaman gótico en 
las obras de arquitectura,” could be included in this group, although his opinion on 
Gothic was clearly negative, since, as other European authors, he partly considered 
Gothic as a direct precedent of Baroque decoration.   
 
31 This term usually included what we call Romanesque, a style that would not have 
its own category until decades later. 
 
32 As Matilde Mateo pointed out, the first mention to this theory seems to be the 
one made by Fénelon in his Dialogues sur l’Éloquence (1717-1718), whose 
development probably correspond to a date as early as 1679. In France it would be 
followed by authors such as Florence Le Comte, Tournemine and, following him, 
Cordemoy —although some times with a negative connotation. In England, the 
country where this theory had more weight, its popularity came undoubtedly 
thanks to Christopher Wren. In fact, some authors like Warburton or Johann 
Heinrich Müntz related gothic with Islamic architecture of Iberia, something 
probably due to the fact that Spain was a feasible place to seek to visit in order to 
find the origin of Gothic. On this issue see, among others, Mateo and Raquejo. 
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Spanish participation in the Crusades as well as the role played by Spanish 
architects, placing his compatriots at the forefront of the creation and 
diffusion of the Gothic style (Elogios 111-115). Ceán received this theory 
from Jovellanos, as his Carta de philo ultramarine sobre la arquitectura inglesa y la 
llamada gótica (1805) proves (BNE, ms. 21.456/4), and timidly adopted it for 
the first time in his Descripción artística de la catedral de Sevilla (1804).  

In the Noticias Ceán uses the term “ultramarino” employed by 
Jovellanos instead of the term “gótico-germánico” employed by Llaguno,33 

based on perceived similarities between the forms of Gothic architecture 
and the impressions of crusaders in Holy Land. For instance, Ceán drew a 
connection between the ribbed vaults of Gothic architecture and palm 
forms from Palestine (I, XXXI).34 Although this theory did not persist, it is 
important because it allowed Ceán to refute the argument that Spanish 
Gothic was dependent on the rest of Europe and counter Llaguno’s idea on 
the German and French origin of this style. Furthermore, it confirms his 
esteem for Oriental culture and reveals how Spain participated in the 
international stylistic debate on the origins of Gothic style, the foundations 
of which were undoubtedly political and, more specifically, nationalistic 
(Szambien). 

By adopting the “ultramarino” theory, Ceán denied the stylistic 
subordination of Spanish Gothic to other European countries. 
Furthermore, in his account of Spanish Gothic, he included some 
Portuguese and later Colonial buildings designed by Spanish architects, in 
his view of Spain as an Empire. He therefore placed Spanish culture at the 
center and not the periphery of Europe and of a wider international 
context. 

In conclusion, it is important to understand the role of historiography 
in the emergence of Spanish national identity during the Enlightenment. 
This occurred in other European countries as well, but in Spain it was 
driven by an awareness of being pushed to the periphery. At the same time, 
its legacy was the source of contradictions concerning the idea of Spain. All 
this is quite clear in the Noticias de los arquitectos, a work that had great value 
beyond mere erudition, and shows how architecture contributed to the 
country’s prestige and especially its construction of identity. In it many 
pages one sees the evolution of thought on what was considered as 

 
 
33 Though in truth one of the firsts who introduced this thesis in Spain was 
Bosarte, he did it in a different way, by mixing the theory which looked at the 
Carolingian empire with the orientalist one, mostly basing it on the Arab lexicon 
and poetry. 
 
34 The connection between architecture and trees was mentioned at an earlier date 
by architects and intellectuals, such as Wren and Warburton in England and 
Jovellanos in Spain (Panadero 205). 
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“Spanish.” This process is neither easy nor linear, and may well still be in 
progress. 
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