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THE ORNATE IN THE ARCHITECTURE OF TENERIFE AND GRAN CANARIA:
1865-1935

Sabina Gonzalez, José Antonio

Dpto. Técnicas y Proyectos en Ingenieria y Arquitectura. Universidad de La Laguna. Tenerife. Islas Canarias.
Espafia, jsabinag@ull.edu.es

Abstract: This document is part of an ongoing doctoral thesis on the ornamentation of the
facades of the Canary Islands. It is studied the decoration that presents the architectural
exterior of the buildings, mainly in the island of Tenerife and of complementary form in the
island of Gran Canaria, between the years 1865 and 1935.

The decorative motifs are animals, humans and vegetables, although the latter are the most
abundant, being vital to identify the languages that use them within the aforementioned
chronology. Also included in this work are geometric motifs that stand out for some cause,
such as their singularity or because they are repeated in different buildings and therefore may
have some interest. The elements that complement this decoration are also under study, such
as chapiter, balusters, ironworks etc.

This work combines written research, either through the bibliography or the consultation of the
license files of construction of historical archives, with the field work, which involves the direct
taking of photographic data directly from the facades to your study.

Subsequently, a registry is created to help protect this decoration and, based on it, to carry out
the subsequent study that allows achieving objectives, such as comparisons with the
decorations of other places.

Keywords: Facade, Decoration, Language, Style, Ornament.

1. Introduction

From the end of the fifteenth century onwards, Europe's commercial relations reached an international
character (Galante 1983), and the Canary Islands, due to their geographic location, were on the path of
expansion. This activity also favoured a cultural exchange.

The external influence that brought with it, was reflected in the facades of buildings and approximately
between 1865 and 1935 there was a guideline, which draws attention for its expressiveness in terms of
ornamental elements reliefs and details, in a decorative combination that characterizes several
languages some of them almost synchronic, that occur in the Canary Islands.

Languages like the Eclectic, the Modernist, the Romantic Classicist or the Academics are the subject of
the present study.

These languages lend themselves to a certain controversy on the part of diverse authors, because with
the eclecticism is broken with the idea to identify a style with certain formal norms of construction that
also was associated to a determined period, as it happened with the gothic. This normalized
circumstance that was present until the middle of the nineteenth century, when neoclassical architecture
came into disuse, later changed with eclecticism, because now the architectural styles of the past were
recovered with different modalities, to compose a final result; with which, it can’'t be considered in
principle like an own style (Franchez 2009).

Other studies confirm that when the eclecticism was consolidated, it acquired a great importance as an
intellectual process, being able nowadays to consider like a valid style, that taking from each period the
elements of more quality gave place to a unique language (Garcia 1996).

This search for history as a reference centered on the Middle Ages, but followed the model of the
Renaissance, and in Spain, Gothic coincided with the Plateresque and Renaissance architecture,
provoking an artistic moment that could be considered as eclectic (Garcia 2009).

Eclecticism, therefore, possessed a design freedom not seen so far, which broke with the rigid canons
and censors of the Academy and tradition, avoiding to limit the talent of the architect, allowing the
creation of novel works of great sensitivity away from style commitments (Fernandez 1996). This
creative audacity was not shared by all because due to caution to the unknown, some architects resorted
to historicism, but even if an important knowledge of the past was demonstrated, the final work was of
lesser artistic value (Fernandez 1996).
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Also the term modernist has its controversies, because it does not have a precise meaning. It can be
used to define the art of an age in which a great variety of tendencies and directives were found, with
an intention of rupture with the past and search for new forms of expression (Fontbona 1988). Spain
was characterized by the imitation of this trend of the most culturally notorious countries, taking into
account that modernism was not synthesized in a style, but in an attitude towards artistic creation or a
movement, being the most publicized of modernism Art Nouveau, which caused him to identify with
modernism, not without creating some confusion of terms (Fontbona 1988).

This tendency, had different names in different countries, which is difficult to synthesize it in the same
denomination, but it seems that it opts for the generic denomination of Art Nouveau between the critics,
being an expression applicable to the architecture and the plastic arts in general, because the term
Modernism must be used in a broader sense encompassing all artistic and literary manifestations that
seek creative change (Freixa 1986). But it must be borne in mind that it can’t be used as a generic term
applicable to the whole of the modern period, but dedicated to certain works to differentiate them from
other (Harrison 2000).

Romantic classicist language appeared in Europe and was introduced in Spain in 1833 but it is
necessary to clarify that at that time, some patterns of classicism were pointed out for some and
romanticism for others. Romanticism, in fact, fled from the Greco-Roman classicist tradition based on
certain formal rules, and was characterized as exalting aspects such as freedom, feelings or nature,
contrasting their creativity against neoclassical imitation. Romantic classicist, therefore, came to
possess an open, flexible and adaptable spirit, since it was in the century of eclecticism (Gallardo 1984).
The introduction of this language in the islands was favoured by the establishment of architects who
introduced this new order in the islands like Manuel de Oraa.

2. The investigation

To have a more complete view, bibliographic consultation is necessary. Identifying aspects such as
languages and observing how the subject has been treated is fundamental for determining
historiographical gaps.

The main source of information is the facades themselves of the buildings. Once the buildings of interest
are located, photographs are taken, making general and detailed records to recognize the fagade. Not
only are the most well-known buildings included, but also those that are often overlooked, generally non-
capital cities, which although less studied are not less important, as they also have ornamental details
to consider.

Then proceed to visit the municipal archives, locating the buildings that include in their plans this type
of ornament. The records are consulted to locate the ones that coincide with the houses we have
photographed and also the ones that do not, if they have a decoration of interest.

With all the material is made an appendix that will serve as a basis for further study. It has a detailed
tab of each property, including the photographic record of each ornamental detail to be able to assign a
classifier number and work with him.

Once the appendix is finished, you can start working on establishing relationships, coincidences, both
internal and external influences, combinations, and so on. Which will be shown some examples later.
Establishing an ornamental relationship between different places contributes to completing the
information we possess and to better understanding the historical relationships between them.

2.1. The bibliography

This artistic expression has been treated in numerous literary works but an ornamental classification as
detailed as the present study is not present. The most important buildings are collected in various
publications but only show some significant ornamental details.

There are works of great value, with classifications that include schematic drawings, establishing an
order number according to their type layout and variety of design, and including photographs, as Martin
Rodriguez shows in his book, Arquitecfura Doméstica Canaria, but in general and without go into too
many specific details.

Darias Principe makes a classification of buildings according to the architectural language, in his book
Ciudad, arquitectura y memoria histdrica 1500-1981: Santa Cruz de Tenerife, complemented with the
history of each building among other data of interest, but without entering any classification retailer.
This same author, in his book Arquitectura y arquitectos en las Canarias occidentales, 1874-1931
includes plans of the Historical Archive, as well as great information both of the buildings and the most
important architects of the islands and with some ornamental details, but taken from a general form.

In other cases, there may be works by authors with several facets in the arts, but also have been
dedicated to architecture and can contribute to enrich the present study, because although they do not
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present ornamental classifications, they may include some ornaments or additional information from the
building to which belongs as Herndndez Socorro shows in his book Manuel Ponce de Ledn y la
arquitectura de Las Palmas en el siglo XIX.

The languages of the buildings included in the present study may have influence from other previous
styles, which can be enriching to consult bibliography dealing with languages of other dates, such as
the book Elementos del gético en la arquitectura canaria by Galante Gémez.

It also seeks a bibliography that provides additional information on the training of architects or explain
the decision to use a particular decoration on their facades. In this sense Darias Principe's book entitled
Arquitectura en Canarias: 1777-1931 is very suitable.

It has also been made the consultation of other works outside the Canaries such as:

The publication made by Fernando Vegas and Camila Mileto for Valencia, titled Centro Histdrico de
Valencia. Ocho siglos de arquitectura residencial, on which the author has recently provided us with
some documentation. This work, which includes a large number of questions, from ordinances to
architectural elements, etc., also includes details that may complement the present study. An example
can be found in the section dedicated to schedules and signatures, which basically represent the date
of construction or the initials of the promoter or architect, a practice that goes back to the oldest
civilizations (Mileto and Vegas 2015). This information on the building, which is also represented in an
ornamental way, serves the double function of useful and decorative and is also a very common practice
in buildings of some importance in the Canary Islands. Among the most used locations is the central
part of the lintels, imitating the key and superimposing the initials of the owner at the time of construction,
whose name appears in the corresponding license of the municipal archives. Another way of
representing these characters is made through banners, preferably in the central part of the covers, for
being a prominent place; or on the parapet of the balconies, because it is an area near the street and
easily readable by the pedestrians, because sometimes the name of the trade is represented and its
propaganda is facilitated.

In Riegl’s book entitled Problemas de estilo: fundamentos para una historia de la ornamentacion a very
interesting study is made of the evolution of ornamentation, from its simplest origins with rectilinear
forms, to organic forms, men and animals, allowing the identification of certain elements that are still
used in the fagades. Plant motifs are confirmed as the most used, and this work describes how to
represent them in different cultures. There have been copies of vegetable maotifs of the ancient East
perfected by the Greeks (Riegl 1980) who have come to us.

From the most general publications you can get information on certain designs and their origins, to
understand their forms and evolutions as in the book La enciclopedia de la decoracion from Racinet. Its
leaves from different countries and eras allows to identify certain forms that are still used, such as the
rosettes (Racinet 1992), which in the Canaries are shown combined with other ornamental forms as can
be seen in figure 9.

The book Técnica def ornamento actualfrom Kentdoy contributes to throw light on some geometric lines
that have reached to our days (Kentdoy 1960), because the present study also incorporates geometric
motifs if they have a special interest.

Another aspect that is included in the facades, although few cases, but of clear external influence are
the subjects in grutesco. For this Mdller publication titled E/ ornamento icénico y la arquitectura: 1400-
1600 reveals how the intermediate state between the human and the vegetal (Miller 1985) can form
part of the decoration of some facades with references to its origins. Also in this work other architectural
elements are studied.

Some decorative motifs presented by the Canarian fagades are part of the frieze of the deck, which is
decorated with borders of great beauty. Many of his designs are geometric and he uses the repetition
of simpler units to compose a more complex drawing. In this sense, Phillips’s publication titled Diserios
de repeticion: Manual para disefiadores, artistas y arquitectos is well suited to identify the different
compositional modalities, considering that it has been used since ancient times and has served as a
basis for current designs. The repetition design must maintain three ornamental qualities, beauty,
imagination and order (Phillips 1993).

2.1.1. The languages

The study of the bibliography together with the records taken from the facades allows to identify the
styles of the buildings. Among these languages as already mentioned we highlight the Eclectic and the
Modernist, but also include Romantic Classicist and Academic among others.

Romantic Classicism is characterized in Tenerife by the slenderness of the hollows, accentuating the
points of the facade that coincide with the structure, such as lines of ceilings or key areas such as lateral,
hollow frames, deck railing etc. (Darias 2004). The ornaments with which this language is usually very
simple, if included and with some exceptions, are concentrated mainly in the lintel of the window
openings and doors and sometimes under the embossing engraved on the stone of the frame. The
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presence of iron can be found as complementary material, usually in the parapets. The elegance,
distinction and seriousness that it has given has caused that still some current projects continue inspiring
in him.

The building of figure 1 has a floral design on the mentioned lintel realized engraving the stone in groove.
The drawing stands out for the play of light and shadow that it generates.

Fig. 1 Romantic Classicist Building n° 70 of the street of the Castillo. S/C Tenerife

Academics language can be found in Gran Canaria, following the basic principles of Beaux-Arts and
with eclectic tendencies (Pérez 1981). Among its main characteristics we can highlight its classical
composition and the use of Arucas stone as key material in the singular points of the facade. From the
late nineteenth century until 1920 this neoclassical style was consolidated with well-defined academic
rules.

In figure 2 we can see some neoclassical elements, such as the use of the pediment over some window
openings and doors.

45 000 44 [T

I EELET] LT AR

Fig. 2 Academic building n® 11 of the street Francisco Gourié. Arucas

There came a time when classicism was brutalized and it became necessary a change that was made
progressively, with elements more cheerful giving place to the language Eclectic (Garcia 1996).
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This language has as main characteristic, the inclusion of elements of the styles of the moment, as well
as of Modernism, as well as of other epochs as mentioned above. In the Canary Islands, it began its
career due to the School of Architecture created in 1844 in which it was incited to the discovery of new
tendencies (Darias 1991). The ornaments that they present usually are in fixed places of the facade,
unlike the Modernist, that can invade several zones.

Figure 3 shows various decorative details made by using moulds, as they are also found on other
facades. This activity performed with mortar, favoured the execution of the ornaments, as it meant a
faster processing time.

MULTITIENDA
IBRRRRR

Fig. 3 Eclectic Building n® 21 de la Avenuel Obispo Pérez Caceres. Glimar

With the appearance of Modernist, a concept which, as already mentioned, encompasses several
disciplines in order to identify itself with a movement and therefore can be named as Art Nouveau in
terms of architecture, the design of the fagades could count on ornaments occupying several places of
the facade, joining different areas. Its main feature is the large vegetables motifs, such as sunflowers,
whose stems curl like a whip. This very expressive option went hand in hand with eclecticism. In Santa
Cruz de Tenerife this language only lasted 10 years (1903-1913), so there are very few buildings, works
by the architects Antonio Pintor and Mariano Estanga (Darias 2004).

You can find buildings whose facade present some point element of modernist glimpses, but in this case
it is not possible to determine the language of the building as such. A certain ironwork, a circular
arrangement of jambs and lintel, or a curvilinear design of skylights are some examples that may be
found in isolation.

In the building of figure 4 it is possible to be verified how the vegetal decoration of very steep twisted
stems predominates and how the decoration of place changes from the lintel of the hollows to the bottom
of the balcony as if of a vegetation that grows uncontrollably it was.
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Fig. 4 Modernist building n® 76 of the street Triana. Las Palmas Gran Canaria

2.2. The municipal archives

We have consulted the archives of the municipalities with more ornamental presence in their buildings
to complement the information. The license applications for construction that are found there usually do
not include all the plans of the building, but at least the facade itself, and with all the ornamental elements
that were thought to execute.

The plans of the buildings identified with the existing one, are included in the tab of the same that
integrates the appendix to complement it. All the ornate buildings are integrated, from the least known
to the most studied because they have some importance.

Several conclusions have been drawn from this consultation, and some disagreeable, because buildings
of great ornamental interest have been lost due to various causes, but fundamentally because there
were no conservation criteria that have been consolidated over time. The building license has been
located, and then the demolition license. In other cases they simply do not exist, and fortunately also
have been identified existing buildings with their corresponding facade plane.

In the plane of the figure 5 there are some decorative elements of fixed places, using another colour to
differentiate the carpentry.

Fig. 5 Municipal Archive of La Laguna. Municipal Fund. Installation Unit 608-61
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2.3. The appendix

With the collected material an appendix has been made that serves as the basis for the study.

The main objective is to help prevent a significant part of our heritage from being lost, thanks to the
elaboration of a detailed registry of the ornaments by assigning a typology.

Among other objectives, the following can be mentioned:

e Perform a comparative study of the ornamentation of the facades of the island of Tenerife and then
relate it to those existing in other places outside the Island.

+ [Establish similarities between different municipalities, which may involve the use of the same
moulds, and even similarities with already disappeared models whose evidence is verified in the
municipal archives.

* |dentify combinations of two or more ornaments to form a composite decoration.

Locate trends, as for similar ornaments by zones due to a particular style in a certain place.

« Make comparisons between ornaments of the same type (for example vases) etc.

Some of these objectives are shown graphically below:

2.3.1. Example illustrations of the comparative study with foreign countries

Some features mentioned about Modernism can be checked in the examples below. The circular
arrangement of jambs and lintel that presents figure 7 of Santa Cruz de Tenerife corresponds to the
figure 6 of the example of Portugal, in which this effect is achieved by playing with the bars of the glazing.
In both representations the floral elements of large size as well as the cross-linking of the stems.

Fig. 6 Detail of Modernist Building n° 90 of Sa da Bandeiral Avenue. Coimbra. Portugal
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Fig. 7 Detail of building Modernist n® 3 of the street of la Rosa. S/C Tenerife

2.3.2. Example of illustrations of ornamental coincidence between municipalities and
ornamental combinations

In the following images it can be seen how the coincidence between ornaments of different municipalities
reveals the use of the same mould for the preparation of these elements as can be seen in the
coincidence of the bracket of figure 8 with the bracket of figure 9.

Although the use of the stone allows to obtain durable pieces, its carve is very expensive and depends
on the skill of the mason. With the appearance of concrete, much cheaper material, the ornaments found
their ideal material resulting in buildings of great beauty.

It can also be verified, how is possible a composite ornamental composition using different simpler
ornamental units. In figure 9 a balcony bracket with a rosette is combined on a top that highlights it,
obtaining a more attractive bracket arrangement.

N

Fig. 8 Balcony bracket of the building n° 73 of Calvario Street. La Orotava
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Fig. 9 Balcony bracket of the building n® 57 of Castillo Street. S/C Tenerife

3. Conclusions

The defined situation of each element in the fagade, allowed to realize the ornamental classification
mentioned, contributing to its protection and facilitating the study.

One of the results has revealed the most used places of the facade to locate the ornaments. First, the
decoration on the lintel of the window openings and doors, followed by the decoration of the parapets
both in concrete and in ironworks, later the finishing of jambs, the skylight decorated on the doors, the
ending of cover type tray or enclosed urn and the decorated balcony bracket.

These results are an example of the progress that results in the study of the decoration of facades, the
meticulous work on them, whose novelty involves studying the decoration from another point of view.
Contributions such as being able to identify different ornaments within a seemingly simple ornamental
element is only possible when a considerable number of buildings are extensively studied.

The decoration of the fagcades of the Canary Islands is a reflection of the artistic concerns of the moment,
which between 1865 and 1935 adopts a great ornamental expression, due to currents such as
Eclecticism or Modernism, although other less ornamental languages are also present but no less
important.

These styles that were introduced as a result of the relationship with other countries leave us an artistic
legacy of great value, showing the tastes that marked an entire era, and are an important part of our
historical heritage.

Various causes threaten these facades as deterioration due to the passage of time. Weather accelerates
degradation processes and not enough economic resources are available for their conservation.

In addition to the research that this work supposes, it contributes to exhaustively record much of this
legacy to facilitate both present and future restoration, since degradation does not understand pauses
in its process and we must not fail to protect this important part of our past.
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