Rosaleny-Gamoén, M. (2022). That What Persists and That What Perishes: The Valencian

D ARCHIDOCT
doctor 'in archieciure Barraca in the Cultural Landscape and the Collective Imaginary. archiDOCT, 18(10 (2)).

ArchiDOCT 18, 10 (2) TEMPORALITIES
That What Persists and That What Perishes: The Valencian Barraca
in the Cultural Landscape and the Collective Imaginary

Marcel-Ii Rosaleny-Gamén, Master in Architecture and PhD candidate’ *

T Escola Técnica Superior d'Arquitectura, Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia

Keywords: Valencian barraca, vernacular architecture, cultural landscape, collective imaginary

archiDOCT
Vol. 18, Issue 10 (2), 2022

The territory we occupy is a dynamic reality that is influenced by the actions of human
beings throughout the generations. This is also the case of the study environment of the
present work, the Horta and the Marjal of Valencia, a territory characterized by the
presence of two productive landscapes that have ended up shaping the cultural landscape
of this area. The vernacular architecture of the place, the ‘barraca’, reflects the ways of
life, the trades, and the way of understanding and exploiting a territory by the
civilizations that have settled in it, and, therefore, it is one of the main representative
elements of the landscape itself. This paper aims to articulate a reflection on the
persistent and the outdated: what persists in the cultural landscape, in memory and the
collective imaginary, in the face of what perishes, the traditional vernacular architecture
that is the result of the forms of life that generate it and whose representation remains
unchanged despite the changes produced in the physical environment.

Thus, artistic works from different disciplines have
helped to shape cultural landscapes that have been part
of the collective imagination of generations. The enhance-

1. Introduction

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary, defines landscape as “a

portion of territory that can be viewed at one time from one
place” and culture as “the customary beliefs, social forms,
and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group”.
In this way, the cultural adjective gives the landscape a hu-
man component. That is, the cultural landscape would be
the one that has shaped human beings over time.

Since the nineteenth century, agrarian landscapes have
been a source of scientific study from geography, but also
from art because they have been an origin of inspiration for
many artists (Bes6 Ros, 2004, p. 77). In this sense, it should
be noted that vernacular architecture has always been per-
ceived as an immutable object over time, and, therefore,
given its timeless character, the perception of it has been
mainly defined by the spirit of the era and the artistic or ar-
chitectural values of the moment (Vicario, 2015, p. 93).

ment of productive landscapes from different points of view
has led to the creation of a global awareness about the pat-
rimonial value of these landscapes as a product of con-
tinuous human interaction on a certain physical space. Its
preservation has become a priority for a good part of soci-
ety, crystallizing in numerous associations in defense of the
territory.

In the study environment of the present work, charac-
terized by the coexistence of two clearly differentiated pro-
ductive landscapes such as the Horta' and the Marjal,2 the
appearance of a type of housing present in different points
of the east coast of the Iberian Peninsula is particularly
relevant: the barraca. The morphological characteristics of
this barraca and their predominance over centuries, have
ended up representing in an iconographic way the constant
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—

It is not easy to find a word to translate “Horta” into English. The term “Orchard” could be quite adjusted, however, the symbolic load of
the term in Catalan is relegated in the translation. The term “Horta” not only describes an agricultural landscape but is also its toponym,
for this reason, in addition to the above, it has been decided to keep the name in the language of the study environment.

[S]

The “Marjal”, or Marsh, is the name given to the surroundings of the Albufera lake, characterized by rice plantations, ditches and specific
constructions linked to cultivation and irrigation.
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presence of human beings in this territory. However, the
process of globalization initiated in the twentieth century,
in addition to the Industrial Revolution and specific condi-
tions of the environment of the city of Valéncia, have led to
the virtual disappearance of this constructive typology, its
presence already being scarce in the environment. To this
circumstance could be added the fact that the rural archi-
tectural heritage continues to be less valued than the urban
heritage (Cabrera Fausto et al., 2020, p. 79).

This disappearance in the physical environment, how-
ever, has not been reflected at the same level in the cultural
landscape and the collective imagination of Valencian soci-
ety, consequently, this paper aims to analyze the influence
of the physical environment in the collective imagination
in order to discern that which, over time, ends up perishing
or disappearing, from that which, despite the changes, per-
sists in society in an intangible way.

This reflection will start from the presence of the barraca
as an iconographic representation of the life forms linked
to the territory to analyze how their disappearance has af-
fected the perception of the cultural landscape and whether
there is a gap between the physical change of the landscape
and the acceptance of this change in the collective imagi-
nation of a specific cultural landscape.

1.1. The Horta and the Marjal

The study area of the present work belongs to the east-
ern coast of the Iberian Peninsula and the western Mediter-
ranean. Specifically, this area is located in the southern-
most foothills of the Sierra Ibérica, near the junction with
the Bético territory that is more evident a few kilometers
inland. In the geological evolution of the study area, “the
strong general subsidence of the area is fundamental, favored
by the intense fracturing of the Iberian space” (Pastor, 2003,
p. 205). This explains the presence of mountains and val-
leys or marshlands.

Within the Comunitat Valenciana, the study environ-
ment is in a privileged situation given its central position
that provides good North-South communication (Jiménez
Jiménez et al., 2002, p. 26). In particular, the Albufera, as
a distinctive geographical element, constitutes a kind of la-
goon connected to the sea by two small canals, about 15
kilometers south of the city of Valéncia. Its name refers
not only to the lake itself, but also to the lowlands around
it that will also be the subject of analysis in the present
work. Due to its regional characteristics, it belongs to the
area of the Ribera baixa del Xilquer whose estuary occupies
the southern part of the Valéncia valley (Thede & Guarner,
2011, p. 80).

Although the whole area of the Central Plain of Valéncia
is formed geomorphologically by a sedimentary grassland,
this in turn is subdivided into two important areas whose
crops clearly mark a division. On the one hand, we find the
Horta area and on the other hand the Marjal area. These are
therefore the two landscapes on which the following study
focuses.

According to Professors Carmona and Ruiz, the geomor-
phic features of the lower Valencian coastal plains are sim-
ilar to those of the rest of the western Mediterranean coast.

Figure 1. Situation image. Marked borders.

https://parquesnaturales.gva.es/es/web/pn-1-albufera/presentacion-3811

These are characterized by the grouping of floodplains and
lagoons that are independent of the sea through sand bar-
riers (Carmona & Ruiz, 2014, p. 96). Between the Mediter-
ranean Sea and the mountainous formations of the west,
the coastal plain of Valéncia stretches out. This has been
shaped by the accumulation of sediments produced by the
erosion of the relief over the last million years, it functions
as a basin of detrital accumulation with masses of gravel
and mud (Jiménez Jiménez et al., 2002, p. 33).

From an agrarian point of view, these conditions con-
stitute the fundamental basis of the Peninsular economy,
which, added to the thermal character of the climate that
presents low oscillations throughout the year, allows a
great diversity of crops with high productivity (Jiménez
Jiménez et al., 2002, p. 80).

Throughout history, the different civilizations that have
settled in the study environment, have been able to take
advantage of favourable conditions such as the climate, the
flat topography, the easily obtained water resources or the
fertility of the alluvial soils of the central plain of Valéencia
for cultivation and, in fact, they constitute the most signifi-
cant plant element of the territory in which they have been
replacing the natural vegetation of the area, characterizing
an environment in which, as has been seen, the garden cul-
tivation area is combined with the marshland, in which the
cultivation of rice predominates.

1.2. The Valencian barraca

In this described environment a simple structure natu-
rally arises, a product of the means and resources available
in the place that Michavila, who wrote the first treatise on
the Valencian barraca, details as follows:

“The farmer is left with stone that is rather distant and
difficult to carry, he counts on scarce wood, although nei-
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Figure 2. Aerial image of the territory where the different natural and agrarian landscapes are view.

https://www.acequiarj.es/aporte-de-agua-a-lalbufera/

ther one nor the other are essential to build a comfortable
house given the benignity of the climate (...); but instead
he relies on very clay-like soil with which less skilled
hands can give durable shape to some walls; at hand
he has abundant reeds that grow on the margins of the
canals, in which also grow enough poplars to build the
frame, the skeleton, of the house, and no less far can
be found straw, cattail or brushwood with long resistant
stems.” (Michavila, 1918, p. 33)

With these materials, the inhabitants of this place, con-
verted into builders of their own homes, develop a simple
typology, which is repeated not only along the east coast of
the Iberian Peninsula, but also in other places of the world
with similar environments and resources. In this case, there
is a scarcity of materials that could be interpreted as a prob-
lem for the inhabitants, however, in vernacular architecture
the scarcity is understood as a socio-material condition,
influenced by the relationship between available resources
and human needs and desires (Till et al., 2013, cuoted in
Ascher, 2013, p. 25). Thus, the scarcity of resources con-
tributes to awakening collective intelligence, which repre-
sents one of the values of traditional vernacular architec-
ture.

The architect Miguel del Rey, in his work "Arquitectura
rural valenciana. Tipos de casas y su andlisis de su arqui-
tectura " (1998), describes the barraca as a construction of
a parallelepiped floor with a rectangular proportion built
with lateral walls of adobe blocks on which a plant-based
cover is raised with a very steep slope, forming a dihedral
angle with a very oblique ridge (Del Rey, 1998, p. 151).

It is exactly this inclined roof that offers the barracas a
unique image, which emerges from an eminently horizon-
tal landscape and which, after a strong process of idealiza-

tion has become the symbol of the house in the Valencian
landscape.

Throughout the last century, beyond the studies men-
tioned above, many other works have also been developed
in relation to the barracas in the study area, as well as
other similar ones throughout the Iberian Peninsula. In this
sense, it is worth mentioning the work carried out by Vic-
tor Gosalvez, which focuses on the constructive aspects and
the disappearance of the type (1915/1998), as well as the
work carried out by Max Thede (Thede & Guarner, 2011),
which constitutes one of the most detailed works about the
Albufera of Valencia and its architecture.

Later on, other works appear such as the developed by
Escriva (1976), Garcia Moya (2015), Lavid Saiz (2017), as
well as many others of similar barracas along the east coast
of the Peninsula, such as the study on the Ebro barraca de-
veloped by Queralt (1992) or from Murcia, such as the one
developed by Soldevila Iniesta (2001). These works are ex-
tended in the 21st century with works related to the bar-
racas such as that of Campos and Moncusi (2013) among
many others.

2. The cultural landscape of the Horta and the
Marjal of Valéncia

Although the previously used description of cultural
landscape implies a modern vision of this concept, the
landscape of the Horta of Valéncia and the Marjal of the
Albufera have been part of the public image of the city of
Valéncia since much earlier (Diez & Sanchis, 2015, p. 65).
In this sense, and specifically with regard to the landscape
of the Horta, Andalusian literature and later writers such
as Francesc d’Eiximenis, Lluis Vives, Pere Antoni Peuter or
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Figure 3. Historical photography of two barracas.
https://valenciablancoynegro.blogspot.com/

Gaspar Escolano already reflected in their work the impor-
tance of the large garden adjacent to the Mediterranean city
of Valéncia (Diez & Sanchis, 2015, p. 65).

In the territory in which this work is focused, as previ-
ously mentioned, there exists a duality of a landscape that
frequently combines both the Horta and the Marjal of the
Albufera. In fact, there are many populations in this envi-
ronment in which this duality is presented, as is the case
of Catarroja, Silla, Sueca, or the city of Valéncia itself. It is
therefore a diverse environment, in which the boundary be-
tween landscapes is blurred and changes over the centuries
taking advantage of the economic advantages of the mo-
ment.

These two landscapes, however, share many of the ele-
ments that characterize them, and in this sense, Professors
Marcenac, Bosch Roig, Bosch Reig and Ballester, in the ar-
ticle “Paisaje rural y paisaje urbano, su encuentro a través de
las alquerias” (2010) create a description in relation to the
landscape of the Horta that may well also serve for the Mar-
jal:

“This landscape is characterized by the vibrant and frag-
mented horizontal plane generated by the crops (color,
texture, shape, ...), with small scattered buildings that
act as a counterpoint in said landscape, and that acquire
greater importance by being accompanied by mainly ver-
tical (...) The woodland is also located on the edge of some
ditches or roads, thus reinforcing the territorial structure
(...).” (Marcenac et al., 2010, p. 394).

These small, scattered buildings to which the authors re-
fer are farmhouses, irrigation engines and barracas, a ty-
pology that appears in both landscapes and therefore serves
as a link between them. As will be seen below, it should be

understood that, although the barraca does not represent a
keynote in the two landscapes at this time, it did become
the predominant typology of the environment during the
centuries in which the image was built on the cultural land-
scape of the Horta and the Marjal.

Thus, since this work focuses on the barracas, it is neces-
sary to focus the analysis of the cultural landscape on these
elements, that is, around the constructive fact. The archi-
tecture of a rural environment like the one this work occu-
pies, as defined by Professor Besé Ros, is the result of the
interrelation of three factors: the physical space, the agrar-
ian landscape and the human community, and it is there-
fore necessary to analyze its impact on heritage from an
interdisciplinary vision that encompasses architecture, but
also geography and anthropology (Besé Ros, 2004, p. 78).

As for the relationship between architecture and the
physical environment, it is worth highlighting the impor-
tance of the physical environment in relation to vernacular
construction, since it is this medium that determines the
materials used in the construction of the place, on the basis
of a pre-industrial premise based on self-consumption. In
addition to this material link with the physical environ-
ment, there is also the influence that climate conditions ex-
ert on architecture, which not only determine the construc-
tive and formal aspects of buildings, but also, for example,
the dispersion of the same or the appearance to a greater or
lesser extent of shelters in the rural environment.

The relationship between architecture and the agrarian
landscape is also evidenced by its relationship with the dif-
ferent agricultural activities and the different uses of the
land. In this way, the different crops in each territory can
condition the room of the house in case of needing spaces
for its management, storage and transformation, as well as
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the presence of more or less equipment for community use,
such as warehouses, stables, etc.

Regarding the relationship between the architecture and
the users who inhabit it, this becomes more relevant, if pos-
sible, in a rural environment, given that in this environ-
ment it is more often the users themselves who build their
homes and with it, they are inevitably conditioned, and the
future inhabitant becomes the core idea on which the home
is inspired.

The vernacular architecture, and in particular the bar-
raca, therefore represents a reflection of the forms of life,
but also of the territory it occupies, becoming in some way
an ouroboros which at the same time that it forms the cul-
tural landscape, is the result of the conditions that gener-
ate it. Next, we will analyze the importance of the barraca
in the image of the cultural landscape that still persists in
Valencian society in relation to the study environment.

2.1. The barraca in the cultural landscape of the
Horta and the Marjal

The cultural image of the study environment, both of
the Albufera and of the Horta, began to be forged in the
period of the Reinaixenca (late nineteenth century), a cul-
tural and literary movement of the Catalan-speaking terri-
tories with a clear desire to restore the importance that this
language had had centuries ago in universal literature with
works such as Tirant lo Blanch by Joanot Martorell (1490).

This time they were already working on a modern vision
of the landscape reinforced by a wide representation in art,
from literature to painting. In this sense, it was probably
Teodor Llorente who put the starting point in the literary
construction of this cultural image in some of his works
such as La barraca or Valencia, being complemented at the
same time by a pictorial image resulting from the hands of
painters such as Peris Brell or Ricardo Verde (Diez & San-
chis, 2015, p. 65).

All these artists contributed to the creation of festive
stereotypes, excessively chromatic, which often contrasted
excessively with a reality that was more faithfully reflected
by authors such as the aforementioned Blasco Ibanez or the
writer Antonio Fillol, whose naturalism contributed greatly
to a more real approach to life in this environment.

The cultural image of the environment of the Horta and
the Marjal is highlighted by the appearance of a series of
common elements in the literary or pictorial descriptions of
this landscape, especially in the last decades of the nine-
teenth century and the first years of the twentieth century.
Undoubtedly, one of the keys in many of these represen-
tations is the intense human presence. In contrast to the
image of many other European agricultural landscapes, the
Valencian rural image is crowded with inhabitants. This
contributes to the fact that the portrayed scenes are fre-
quently located in the entrances of the barracas, or farm-
steads, and only rarely can you contemplate a panoramic
view of the environment.

This condition highlights, on the one hand, the impor-
tance of the human presence in the construction of this
productive landscape and, on the other hand, the impor-
tance of vernacular architecture in the cultural perception

of this landscape. Thus, among the different constructive
typologies of the environment, in the artistic representa-
tion from the Renaixenca stands out the barraca, as an icon
of the Horta and the Marjal of the Albufera, explained in
large part by its predominant presence in these years and
by the constructive uniqueness in the presence of other ty-
pologies such as the farmhouses.

In this sense, it would be worth pointing out the theories
of Alois Riegl on the Kuntswollen who relates the formal
affinities within the same period in all cultural manifesta-
tions with that “will of art”. That is, art is understood as a
reflection of the sentimental projection or Einfiihlung of so-
ciety itself and its worldview (Cagnolati & Segovia, 2021, p.
64). This could help to understand the reason why this ar-
chitectural typology is so present in certain artistic move-
ments and in certain historical periods.

The relationship between the cultural landscape and the
vernacular architecture that represents the Valencian bar-
raca is therefore evident. On the one hand, the barracas are
a reflection of the landscape itself, its resources, its peo-
ple and the uses of the land, as shown by Professor Besé
Ros (2004, p. 78), and on the other, their presence through-
out history has unequivocally contributed to the linking of
landscape and barraca in the collective imagination, proof
of this being the different representations of this typology
in literature or in paintings, thus contributing to the cre-
ation of a cultural landscape that was reinforced especially
since the end of the nineteenth century.

3. That which perishes. Changes in the landscape
of the environment of Valéncia

In relation to the city of Valéncia and its metropolitan
area as the main population nucleus of the study environ-
ment, it is worth highlighting the transformation experi-
enced by it during the last years of the twentieth century
and the first decades of the twenty-first century. The city,
and the majority of nearby towns, have considerably in-
creased their urbanized area, based on a model of residen-
tial expansion of private development, while a multitude of
projects have been launched by the public administration.

This growth model has its origins in the second half of
the twentieth century, when there was a significant growth
of business urbanism which addressed and speculated on
the uses of space (Campos & Moncusi, 2013, p. 369), how-
ever, this model was modified at the beginning of the
twenty-first century with an urban planning model that
seeks the creation of competitive and global creative cities,
in which large events, promotional campaigns and em-
blematic architectural projects become a central concept of
municipal policies.

This evolution in the growth models of cities can also
summarize what was experienced by the city of Valencia,
and to a lesser extent, that of a multitude of populations in
its metropolitan area. This growth, in the case of the capi-
tal, has been influenced by three geographical features that
give Valencia its own character: the Horta that surrounds
the city, the ancient Turia riverbed that crosses the city and
the sea as its eastern limit. In relation to the Horta and, to a
lesser extent, given its separation, the Marjal, it continues
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Figure 4. La barraca. (Peris Brell)

to dispute the use of land to residential areas, and thus the
city has gained ground from the Horta for the construction
of other public facilities such as the Activity Logistics Zone
(ALZ) of the port, a water treatment plant, Merca Valencia
or part of the Ciutat de les Arts i les Ciencies (City of Arts
and Sciences). These actions have not been free from con-
troversy and over the years different neighborhood associa-
tions have been created that have ensured the protection of
these productive landscapes, such as Salvem and its differ-
ent specific movements for each area of the territory or the
city (Campos & Moncusi, 2013, p. 372).

Actions such as those mentioned above, and in particular
the creation of the Ciutat de les Arts i les Ciencies as the
maximum exponent of the urban transformation of Valen-
cia, have helped to shape a modern city in which these
buildings coexist both with historical buildings in the city
center, as with the Horta in its peripheral part, creating a
city of physical contrasts that do not cease to be a reflection
of other social contrasts such as the open economic gap be-
tween the most humble neighborhoods of the city.

These urban changes that have affected the landscape of
the study environment, add to other processes started in
the early twentieth century and that have ended up elimi-
nating virtually all remnants of the barraca in the Horta and
the Albufera.

The improvement of the standard of living of the study
regions during the first decades of the twentieth century
are one of the causes that explain the replacement of this
typology (Casas Torres, 1944), together with the formal lim-
itations of the barraca, which made it difficult to evolve
and adapt to the sociological changes of the moment. To all
these circumstances is added the prohibition to build and
repair the barraca derived from the different fires that af-

https://wikioo.org/es/paintings.php?refarticle=ARD2PM &titlepainting=La+barraca&artistname=Julio+Peris+Brell

fected population centers formed by the grouping of barra-
cas during the nineteenth century (Del Rey, 1998, p. 168).

The humble origin that has been studied of these con-
structions, on the other hand, also contrasted with the im-
provement in the interiors of the barracas in which its
inhabitants were expressing the improvement of their eco-
nomic conditions (Gosalvez Gémez, 1915/1998, p. 80), also
explained in part by the transfer of a large part of the labor
force from the field to the industry, producing the abandon-
ment of an architecture so intimately linked to the primary
sector.

4. That which persists. The Valencian barraca in
the collective imaginary

As we have seen, the city of Valencia and its surround-
ings, which largely covers the area of study of this work,
have undergone fundamental changes in the image of the
landscape in recent decades. The territory is a dynamic re-
ality, and the interaction between the human being and the
environment is progressively alternating the physical forms
of the landscape; however, these physical changes, which in
recent decades have occurred in short spaces of time, have
not meant a change in a mental sense, that is, in the cul-
tural image of the space (Diez & Sanchis, 2015, p. 64).

This idea, and its impact on the perception of the collec-
tive landscape of the Horta, is reflected in the article Ter-
ritorio e imagen. La percepcion del paisaje de la Huerta de
Valencia (Torrijos & Ibor, 2015) written by professors Diez
Torrijos and Sanchis Ibor. In it, they collect the drawings
made by different groups of students between 5 and 12
years after visiting the environment of the Horta. At the re-
quest to represent this landscape, the students mainly em-
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brace the preconceived idea of it, and so, in their drawings
appear a multitude of barracas, although nowadays their
presence is already residual, eliminating at the same time
all those elements that do not correspond to the collective
icon.

This experience places special importance on two key
ideas to understand the importance of the barraca in the
cultural perception of the landscape, as well as in its preser-
vation and recovery. On the one hand, in the drawings, the
presence of these structures compared to other majority
structures today such as farmhouses, evidences the sym-
bolic load of the barraca in the collective imaginary, its
iconicity prevails compared to the lack of specimens that
have survived the twentieth century. On the other hand, the
persistence of this symbol in the imagination of children
aged 5 to 12, who have not been influenced by memories in
which the barraca had a greater presence in the Horta and
the Marjal, reveals the idea that changes in the landscape
and in the cultural perception of it are often not simultane-
ous, but that years must pass until this perception changes.

5. Conclusions

Throughout this paper one of the representative ele-
ments of the productive landscapes of the Horta and the
Marjal de Valéncia has been analyzed in detail as well as
how this element has become a constant in the mental rep-
resentation of these landscapes.

Not only the history and the constant presence of the
barracas in the territory over generations have contributed
to this task, but also the presence of the same in different
artistic disciplines, which have managed to shape the col-
lective imagination, especially since the last decades of the

nineteenth century. This artistic effort is, possibly, what
has allowed the Valencian barraca to become an icon of
this territory that persists despite its practical disappear-
ance throughout the twentieth century.

In recent decades, the different institutions with power
over the territory, mainly the municipalities and the au-
tonomous government, have put in place different instru-
ments of planning and management of the territory aimed
at recovering this landscape, which was damaged especially
during the second half of the twentieth century. In addition
to these initiatives promoted by the public authorities, dif-
ferent institutions have been added such as the Universitat
Politecnica de Valéncia, which has launched programs such
as “Amb les mans”, an Innovation and Educational Improve-
ment project focused on the recovery and enhancement of
the built heritage of these landscapes. To this effort has
also been added the work of many researchers who are con-
tributing to the study and preservation of the barraca as a
representation of the ways of life of the historical inhab-
itants of Valencia, as well as of the way of understanding
and exploiting the territory in a more sustainable way (Ros-
aleny Gamoén, 2021, p. 126).

Thus, we could reflect on the urgency for the recovery
of the barraca before their disappearance ends up affecting
the collective imagination regarding the landscape, not
only because of the patrimonial value that this type of ver-
nacular architecture represents, but, above all, because, as
has been seen, the barraca itself represents and synthesizes
better than any other element the landscape values of the
study environment.
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