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				Antoni Gaudí | Designer of residential spaces characterized by an inestimable fin-de-siècle “pleasure principle”, and religious edifices of haunting solemnity and complexion. A man whose legendary life, works and even death were marked by extremes, Gaudí has been trumpeted as a genius and equally demonized by critics, writers and journalists.

				Whether visionary or viper, Gaudí left behind an architectural legacy that continues to generate controversy, while his devotional, even iconic appeal within his native Catalonia has not noticeably decreased during the century since his bizarre death in Barcelona in 1926. On the contrary, in late 1998, the Cardinal of Barcelona nominated Gaudí for sainthood, proposing his beatification on the basis of a “profound and constant contemplation of the mysteries of the faith”.

				Both architectural and popular literature have contributed to Gaudí’s apotheosis as the foremost patriarch of Catalan cultural heritage. Even within his own lifetime he was stereotyped as a mad architectural genius and has since, in essence, been mythologized either as saint or subversive. The very language of the Gaudí myth – that is, the myth’s “text” – effectively embodies this polemic, revealing the extent to which we culturally link notions of fame, suffering and creativity in the portrayal of our artistic celebrities. Perceptions of Gaudí have been cloaked beneath a Janus-like garment of notoriety in our desire to understand his magical, fairytale buildings, which – rather like his life – conjure up impressions of sanity on one level, psychosis beneath; the sacred and the profane.

				Gaudí’s work was internationally highlighted during Barcelona’s wide-spread urban renewal for the 1992 Olympic Games, and by the city’s reception of the prestigious Royal Institute of British Architects’ Gold Medal in March 1999. Despite the extensive renovation and redevelopment, however, one question of civic importance within Barcelona remains concerning Gaudí’s magnum opus and “extraordinary stone vegetable patch”, the Church of the Sagrada Família: “But what of the church?”
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				Referred to mockingly as a “pile of stones”, the Expiatory Temple of the Holy Family begun in 1882 was entrusted to the thirty-one-year-old Gaudí as early as November 1883. Prior to this, Gaudí had completed no major independent architectural commission, although his first residential commission in Barcelona, the Casa Vicens (1878–85), was well underway. During 1882 he had worked alongside the medievalist Catalan architect Joan Martorell i Montells, under whose auspices he learnt an eclectic formulation of revivalist idioms in the popular neo-Gothic style. The younger architect’s potential was clearly manifest, for it was with Martorell’s endorsement in the following year that Gaudí obtained the esteemed post of director of works at the immense basilica of the Holy Family.

				Gaudí’s supervision of the architectural programme lasted forty-three years to 1926. Among the best-known anecdotes of Gaudí’s life is that he resided in modest workshops in the church precinct during his final years: a decision no doubt dictated by a combination of logistical convenience, the effects of 

			

		

		
			
				Below. Gaudí showing the Sagrada FamÍlia to Cardinal Francesco Ragonesi in 1915. 
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				increasing ill health and his fervent devotion to the realization of this monumental and enigmatic shrine. Such an apparently idiosyncratic gesture confirms the depths to which Gaudí had entrenched himself within a crafts ideology, if not an historicist allure of great past traditions of medieval cathedral building. 

				Born in Reus, Spain in 1852, Gaudí was trained as a craftsman in ornamental and utilitarian copperwork and metal smithing by his father. His natural orientation towards a very direct, hands-on approach to both the designing and making processes was well suited to his future architectural profession. It positioned him felicitously within the romantic and political ideologies of Catalonia’s late nineteenth-century cultural resurgence movement, the Renaixença, of which both Barcelona and Gaudí were quickly at the heart.

				Even within that cosmopolitan port and industrial city, the church precinct was itself conceived as the nucleus of a small “suburb” populated by sculpture and stone-cutting workshops, in addition to model-making studios. It even contained a parish school, which still survives, although it was moved to a new location in 2002 to allow for the church’s expansion. 

				The complexity of the programme required a multiplicity of master craftsmen and engineers performing as a unified team committed to Gaudí’s architectural agenda. Within their midst Gaudí himself is said to have scurried about attending to every manner of structural, engineering and aesthetic detail. The fulfilment of the undertaking, then, was not strictly weighted upon his shoulders – the notoriously fanatical, mad genius of art historical myth – but remained dependent upon established architectural tradition of expertise and multi-disciplinary endeavour.

				All too often overlooked, this is well worth highlighting for despite the defiantly carcass-like embryo of the church that has presented its public face for so long, Gaudí bequeathed to Barcelona a legacy of co-operative workmanship to which generations of craftsmen like him have devoutly contributed. Historically, the church has been heralded not exclusively as Gaudí’s endeavour, but in a more nationalistic vein as that of all Catalans, evoking John Ruskin’s deeply romantic espousal of the authority of medieval 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite. The Sagrada Família under construction in the 1920s.
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				architectural practice with its intimate brotherhood of masons, cutters, pavers, tillers, glaziers and sculptors working in tandem with the local community, dedicated en masse to actualizing an architectural and devotional ideology intrinsically linked to the tangible, economic well-being of their “extended” community. 

				Gaudí’s sympathies with the sociological dogma of John Ruskin’s Arts and Crafts ideology, which he had studied, help to illuminate the allure of the crafts-orientated, communal ambience of the church precinct where he was able to focus his abilities ensconced within meagre studio quarters.

				Gaudí saw the near completion of only one of three main façades of the church – that of the eastern Nativity; three of four eastern towers, less their kaleidoscopic, ceramic-encrusted pinnacles, then finished almost immediately following his death; the crypt begun in 1882 by the first architect, Francisco de Paula del Villar i Lozano, and completed to the latter’s design; and a substantial segment of the outer apse wall. The building thereafter remained a masonry casing, more fantastic in its visual appeal by virtue of its motiveless and fragmentary state. As a church of atonement, resources for the new building were insufficient from the outset. Never receiving municipal assistance, it was to be constructed entirely from the private sector by donations, some of which Gaudí himself solicited on foot in Barcelona during the First World War.

				Sons and grandsons of craftsmen who worked there with Gaudí continued a resolute familial association with the controversial but perpetually unfinished project. These have included Jordi Bonet, the Sagrada Família’s chief architect from 1985 to 2012, an outspoken advocate of Barcelona’s commitment to realizing Gaudí’s plans. His advocacy was pitted against an opposition – formerly boasting as advocates, the so-called fathers of architectural modernism, Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier – which has consistently petitioned to suspend work on the church, arguing that additions in the aftermath of Gaudí’s death are, at best, imitations or, at worst, kitsch.

				Gaudí’s church remains inflected towards the neo-Gothic idioms of his early career only in its emphatic height and ideological purpose. The building’s first architect, Villar, was responsible for the conventional Latin cross plan and overall disposition. The building’s imposing proportions are meant to harbour five naves, the central one measuring a formidable 
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				95 metres (312 feet) in length, with the transept length two-thirds of that and 30 metres (100 feet) across. Its choir galleries could ideally accommodate a daunting 1,500 vocalists and perhaps seven pipe organs. 

				However, Gaudí inaugurated an increasingly dramatic rejection of any historicizing neo-Gothic approach, contradicting his own youthful influences and re-presenting with imagination the traditional typology for a basilican church. 

				Gaudí’s training had essentially been an inculcation into neo-Gothicism. As an architectural student at Barcelona’s Escuela Superior de Arquitectura, he became immersed in the popular stylistic approach of Barcelona’s most persuasive medieval revivalist architects. He was subsequently exposed to the ethical medievalism of Joan Martorell and worked with Villar on a neo-Romanesque chapel at Montserrat Monastery. During this period Gaudí also assiduously read Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s neo-Gothic theories of structural rationalism in the recently published Entretiens sur l’architecture. 

				Nevertheless, his two early buildings considered the “most” neo-Gothic (see above) merely bow to medieval styling on their exteriors and in some 

			

		

		
			
				Above left. Bishop’s Palace, Astorga. Above right. Casa de los Botines.
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