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A long, snaking line of visitors surrounds the area, speaking many languages. Their faces are
excited, pensive, overjoyed, thoughtful, nervous, meditative, and they are all looking towards
the same spot: the graceful silhouette of the Basilica and Expiatory Temple of La Sagrada Familia
(The Holy Family).

More than 4.8 million people visited the Temple in 2024, making it Spain’s most popular tourist
attraction.! It is Barcelona’s most recognizable and universal landmark, named a World Heritage
site by Unesco in 2005, admired for its unique architectural style which took Art Nouveau to
new, unmatched heights. It is a building that fuses art, science, nature and faith so seamlessly
that the American architect Louis Sullivan once called it “spirit symbolized in stone.”?

And vyet, it is still unfinished 140 years after the first stone was laid in 1882. Cranes and
scaffolding still cover its stony skin. Indeed, the story of the building has not been without
struggles. Derided originally because of its unconventional style, the complexity and ambition of
its architecture made the construction process slow and difficult. For a long time, it also faced
important funding problems that slowed down the pace of work and even stopped it altogether.
Moreover, the crypt of La Sagrada Familia was partially destroyed during the Spanish Civil War,
its plans burned down, and several models made by Gaudi to guide its construction were
smashed into pieces.

Y“Memoria Anual 2024.” Basilica de la Sagrada Familia. Last modified February 13, 2025. https://sagradafamilia.org/es/memoria.

Lépez, Baltasar. “La Mezquita-Catedral De Cordoba Escala Al Selecto Club De Los Monumentos De Espafia Con Mads
Visitantes.” Diario ABC. Last modified February 7, 2025. https://www.abc.es/espana/andalucia/cordoba/mezquitacatedral-
cordoba-escala-selecto-club-monumentos-espana-20250207063906-nts.html.

2David Mower, Gaudi, Oresko Books Limited, 1977.
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Yet, despite all that, and thanks to his collaborators, the building grew—its still unfinished spires
reaching for the sky, and a throng of construction workers, stonecutters, sculptors, engineers,
craftsmen of all disciplines working together to continue the vision of the Temple’s “father,” the
architect Antoni Gaudi. Technological improvements in both construction and planning, in
addition to a steady flow of funds thanks to the large number of visitors, have accelerated the
building process in the past decades. It is now anticipated that it will be finished between the
years 2030 and 2033.

How was a building like La Sagrada Familia made possible? What made Gaudi’s vision so strong
and compelling that it managed to convince thousands to build a church in such unprecedented
style, using techniques that in his time didn’t yet exist? How has the project been able to persist
through the struggles it has faced? And, moreover, how is Gaudi’s vision still guiding his
successors 100 years after his death?

Antoni Gaudi

Gaudi was born in 1852 the city of Reus, in the province of Tarragona, 3 100 km southwest of
Barcelona (see Exhibit 1 for a picture of the architect). Son of a boilermaker, he would often help
his father in the family’s workshop, something he credited in'the development of his creativity
and work ethic. As a child he suffered from poor health, which prevented him from playing with
other children and often made him miss classes. Thus, he grew up in relative isolation in his
family’s farmhouse, surrounded by nature. Nonetheless, the Gaudis strove to give their children
a good education, and Antoni was enrolled.in a local religious high school. He was described as
shy and introverted, always preferring to work creating the scenery of the school’s plays rather
than acting in them. When some of his classmates started a magazine, Arlequin, he did not write
a single article for it: instead, he drew.

Gaudi was born in a time of acute societal change. Catalonia was in the midst of the Industrial
Revolution, which ushered in'a wide array of economic, social and political changes which jolted
a social order that had.remained relatively unchanged since the Renaissance. In 1868, the same
year the Gaudi family moved to Barcelona, the Spanish Glorious Revolution ushered in the first
attempt at representative democracy in Spain, which crumbled after six years of instability and
civil war. When he moved to Barcelona, Gaudi found a burgeoning city where young people like
him were thinking, debating, wondering about the world that was coming.

Gaudi became involved in these times. In 1870 he collaborated in an unrealized project to
restore the—then dilapidated—Cloister of Poblet Monastery to house a community devoted to
the arts and sciences. Three years lates, in 1873, he designed the banner for the cooperative “La
Obrera Mataronense”, a project to build a worker-owned factory that followed concepts of
Utopian Socialism. He would later become the architect on that project.

After two failed attempts, he was finally accepted into the Barcelona Provincial School of
Architecture in 1874. By that time, he had already been working as a draftsman for the architect
Josep Fontsere, with whom he collaborated on several emblematic projects in Barcelona, like
the Mercat del Born or the Parc de la Ciutadella. He was drafted by the Spanish liberal
government to fight in the ongoing civil war against the conservative Carlist faction, but his
status as a student allowed him to remain in Barcelona in rearguard duty.

3 Historians do not agree on whether he was born in Reus or in Riudoms, a nearby town, since there is no surviving
documentation.
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Once the war was over, Spain had left its first democratic experiment behind and found itself
under the Bourbon Restoration of 1876. A parliamentary monarchy in name, suffrage was
limited to 5% of the population and elections were rigged to ensure that only the establishment
parties were elected. While this ensured stability, it put a lid on the political expression of
many—on both the left and the right. The resulting pressure heated up the political atmosphere
in places like Barcelona. In 1878, an anarchist attempted to assassinate King Alfons XIlI, the first
of many examples of political violence that would puncture the society in which Gaudi lived.

During that time, Gaudi himself was afflicted by personal tragedy. In 1876 both his brother
Francesc and his mother Antonia died of illness. Her elder sister Rosa also died just three years
later, leaving an infirm child behind—Roseta—whom Gaudi took care of as if she were her own
daughter. These personal tragedies did not stop his work, however, and he graduated from the
Provincial School of Architecture in 1878. Elies Rogent, his dean, famously quipped: “Today we
ve given the title of architect to either a madman or a genius, time will tell.”4

Gaudi was aware that he had to make a name for himself as an architect. He was aware of his shy
nature, which could have been an obstacle to his success. “I don’t know how to deal with people
so the pay is fair,” he writes in his diary, “but to build a reputation and earn patronage, one must
be compensated according to the value of the work.” His shyness famously compelled him to
refuse to be photographed; in fact, few stills survive showing his face. He also attested his personal
motto: “method, method, method, rest according to one’s strength, and diligent work.”>

His first works included a pavilion for La Obrera Mataronense and a set of lamplights for the
streets of Barcelona. Ultimately, it was a piece of furniture (a glass display case for the Comella
glove shop, shown at the Paris World Fair of 1878) that earned him the patronage of Eusebi
Guell, a young wealthy member of Barcelona’s upper class. This brought him the first customers
from the Catalan bourgeoisie. He designed furniture and the storefront of a pharmacy. In
parallel, he worked in the decoration of the chapel of Sant Andreu de Palomar in Barcelona, his
first work in a church. As an assistant to the reputed architect Joan Martorell, he continued
working on religious buildings, among them a cloister in Villaricos and a byzantine-style Jesuit
church in Barcelona.

It was under Martorell’s patronage that Gaudi received his first commission to build a church as
lead architect. The Spiritual Association of Devotees of Saint Joseph approached Martorell to
replace Francisco de Paula del Villar, the original architect of their project to build a church
inspired by Shrine of Our Lady of Loreto in Italy. Martorell suggested, instead, that his young and
brilliant protégé Gaudi serve as lead architect. At the time, in 1883, he was just 30 years old.

The name of the church was to be The Expiatory Temple of La Sagrada Familia.

4 Josep Maria Tarragona i Claraso, Gaudi, el arquitecto de la Sagrada Familia, Torsimany Books, 2016.

5> Tarragona i Claraso, op. Cit., 2006.
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