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INTRODUCCI.

O

n  m y  f i r s t  t r i p  t o  b a r c e l o n a ,  i n 
t h e  e a r ly  1 9 7 0 s ,  i  wa s  e n c h a n t e d  b y
Modernisme, the city’s own brand of art nouveau, 

which had influenced the entire urban landscape. Antoni 
Gaudí’s elegant architecture was intoxicating—and then there 
was the shop signage: fluid and poetic, enhanced by mosaics, 
gold leaf, stained glass, and wrought iron. It was love at first sight.

My previous books on European signage were created out 
of a sense of urgency; I felt compelled to record the beautiful 
street typography of Italy and Paris before it would vanish 
forever. After Grafica della Strada and Graphique de la Rue, 
Barcelona seemed like the obvious next choice, especially 
given reports of its signage disappearing at an alarmingly 
rapid rate. There was no time to wait for my publisher to 
say yes: I spent hours on Google Street View, plotted out 
my maps, and left as quickly as possible.

I arrived in late December and literally ran to my favor-
ite spots, fearing they might be bare. One of the signs I 
was most looking forward to seeing was Fotos López, a 
lovely script that I had admired in photographs. I raced to 

the location to find an empty facade, with only the ghostly 
traces of typography left behind. I was devastated; I seemed 
to have missed the removal by a matter of minutes. The next 
day, when interviewed by a reporter from El País, I happened 
to mention the incident, which was in turn noted in the arti-
cle that appeared a day later. The following week, after I 
returned to New York, I received an email from Ángel López, 
grandson of the Fotos López founder. He wrote that he and 
his family were very moved by the article and added, “If you 
are ever back in Barcelona we can remount the sign on the 
wall for you to take a picture.” I returned as soon as I was 
able (how long could an offer like that last?), and the entire 
López family came out for the event—including Angel’s sis-
ter Rosa with her husband and three children, who had made 
the trip from Germany. The photo studio had closed a year 
before, and although the family still owns the building, con-
cerns about theft (a frequent subject in Barcelona) had kept 
the sign safely indoors. This book is dedicated to the López 
family, who, along with many other small businesses, have 
managed to keep the city’s exquisite historic signage alive.
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MODERNISTA

M

o d e r n i s m e ,  t h e  l a b e l  g i v e n  t o  a n  a r t 
a n d  l i t e r a t u r e  m o v e m e n t  a t  t h e 
turn of the century, was centered in Barcelona and 

included many of the decorative arts (cabinetmaking, carpentry, 
wrought iron, ceramic tiles, glassmaking, silver- and goldsmith 
work), which were particularly significant, especially as an 
adjunct to architecture. Although it was part of a general trend 
that emerged in Europe (art nouveau in France and Belgium, 
Jugendstil in Germany, Secession in Austria-Hungary, Stile 
Liberty in Italy, and Glasgow Style in Scotland) from roughly 
1888 (the first Barcelona world’s fair) to 1911, in Catalonia the 
style found its own unique personality, and much of it is still 
preserved in the shop signage today. 

El Indio (pages 14–17), the opulent shop for fabrics, opened 
its doors in 1870, during a time when naming shops for assumed 
exotic ancestry was in vogue. In 1922 architect Vilaró i Valls 
gave his lush Modernista imprimatur to this corner facade, 
with luminous gold-leaf typography listing the shop’s various 
offerings: lanerías, sederías, novedades (woolens, silks, the latest). 
Known to have been frequented by the surrealist painter Salvador 

Dalí, the shop also included a larger-than-life-sized automated 
wooden Indian. Sadly, El Indio closed in 2014, although it is 
now on the llistat d’edificis emblemàtics protegits (list of protected 
shopfronts) maintained by the Ajuntament de Barcelona.

The Antigua Casa Figueras (pages 12–13) traces its begin-
nings to a pasta factory in 1842. The shop was designed by archi-
tect Manuel Joaquim Raspall—who also crafted Casa Texidor 
(pages 10–11). In 1902 painter Antoni Ros i Güell decorated 
the shop inside and out, with unique mosaic work by the Italian 
artisan Mario Maragliano (pages 144–45)—quite suitable for 
its current life as a chocolate shop.

Modernisme has left an indelible mark on a number 
of farmàcies throughout Barcelona. Farmàcia Bolós (pages 
19–21), designed in 1902 by architect Antoni de Falguera 
i Sivilla, is a prime example, with its large, wood-trimmed, 
leaded-glass entrance festooned with an orange tree design. 
Inside, the original botanical-inspired friezes are still intact. 
Farmàcia Puigoriol by architect Marià Pau (pages 24–25) fea-
tures equally distinctive lettering in gold leaf and still main-
tains its original gas lamps. 
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