	

	
	Jardins de la Industria


Barcelona is a fine example of a city being changed by politics. In 1979, Barcelona’s intelligentsia were imagining how to rejuvenate their city after decades of physical degradation under late dictator Francisco Franco. The process eventually led, three years later, to Barcelona’s first post-dictatorship mayor, Pasqual Maragall, appointing Catalan urban planner and architect Oriol Bohigas to the city council. 

Bohigas was against costly and uprooting ‘master plans’. His overall design for the city was made up of smaller, more benign projects - smart new urban beaches, a glitzy port and marina, daring public sculptures, new promenades and squares - the sum of which made up his grand vision. Overall, his main focus was on the barri, the distinct village neighbourhoods of Barcelona that often denote one’s income or political stance (sometimes even language or football team), and make up the city’s peculiar territoriality. [image: image1.png]@ Sk neriorsreconered
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This ‘think small, think-local’ philosophy is still on the agenda, although larger projects such as the rejuvenation of the Poblenou and the new ‘financial city’ adjoining l’Hospitalet tend to grab most of the limelight. A good case of local focus is the work carried out by ProEixample, a public/private consortium that is busy creating new communal stages for the inhabitants of l’Eixample, the city’s most built up, congested and largest barri. It is being done at negligible cost and without altering the fabric of the neighbourhood’s [image: image2.png]


grid of around 535 perfectly symmetrical blocks. What’s more, the project has its roots in the original, utopian designs for l’Eixample by a Catalan pioneer of modern city planning, Ildefons Cerdà. 

In the mid-1800s, Barcelona was bursting at the seams. The dank, serpentine streets of the old-walled city were not only breeding grounds for cholera and typhoid, but habitual mass rioting. Rather than levelling the old town, the city’s authorities had a sloping sweep of land just outside the walls at their disposal and contracted the socialist engineer Cerdà to offer a solution. His subsequent 1856 work, Monograph on the Working Class of Barcelona, became the first-ever attempt to study the living, breathing landscape of a city; urbanisation to you and me, a term Cerdà himself coined in the process.
Needless to say, his fact-checking led him to the depths of human suffering; he found out that life expectancy for the proletariat was half that of the bourgeoisie (whilst paying double per square metre for their decaying hovels) and mortality rates were higher in the narrower streets. Above all, he concluded that air and sunshine were vital to basic well-being. In the mid19th century, this notion was revolutionary. 

Today, little remains of Cerdà’s original plans for l’Eixample, apart from the rigorous symmetry of its 20-metre wide streets and famous chamfered corners. The Modernistas, Including Gaudi, were the neighbourhood’s earliest architects, filling the blocks with their laboured fantasies, a far cry from the uniform five-storey structures Cerdà intended for his utopia. Speculation over the decades has led to the disappearance of its most egalitarian feature: community gardens in the interior of each block. In the words of Cerdà, these urban oases were necessary for “country and city life to meet within the latter, in the same way that body and spirit should meet within man.” 

Since 1996, ProEixample has laboriously studied every one of l’Eixample’s blocks with a view to reclaiming the spaces originally earmarked for Cerdà’s gardens. Where feasible (i.e., if there is an existing laneway or easily demolished building that would enable access from the street) the owners are approached and negotiations start. For the most part they are successful. The majority of these spaces are occupied by small warehouses and workshops that were already contemplating a move to the industrial belt. When it is acquired, ProEixample sells off a part of the plot to cover the costs of constructing the garden and investing in the next one. Twelve new patis interiors are due to open in 2007, bringing the total to 44, and ProEixample closer to fulfilling the objective of providing a ‘green zone’ within 200 metres of every l’Eixample inhabitant. 

Most of the patios are designed by ProElxample’s in-house architects, but if the space is larger or commercially attractive, a ‘name’ architect will step in. Alonso Balaguer is currently working on plans for the plot at the intersection of Nàpols and Mallorca, site of the old Myrurgia perfume factory (the art- deco facade will be retained), which will include a block of private residences. But this is the exception. In most cases, the land goes to local neighbourhood councils or the districtes. New libraries, kindergartens, centres for the aged, playgrounds and the like become incorporated into the garden—the engage Cerdà would have certainly approved. [image: image3.png]



When a garden opens, ProEixample stages a low-key concert, and invites residents to participate in the naming of their new space, an honour which generally goes to one of the block’s noted past inhabitants. In the mornings the gardens are invaded by pram-pushing mothers, and in the evenings kids run wild on the gravel and sand rectangles. Magnolias and olive trees provide shade from the heat of l’Eixample’s swathes of concrete. The most popular patio is one of the earliest: the Torre de les Aigues, (access via Roger de Llüria 56), is known as ‘l’Eixample’s beach, with a shallow pool that snakes around a late 19th-century water tower, once the city’s main water supply. One of the new projects at the corner of Ronda Sant Pau and Parlament will contain aromatic plants and textured surfaces, designed to be enjoyed by visitors from the adjacent ONCE centre for the visually impaired. 

Cerdà was known as a ‘retro progressive’. He was a firm believer in the values of the past, but at the same time he beheld the future with wonder, which in his day meant the infinite possibilities of the industrial age. It’s a vision for making a city liveable that groups like ProEixample are still trying to implement.
