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Introduction 

It is widely recognised that cultural activities can have a beneficial effect on the 

regeneration of urban spaces. As well as their well-consolidated function of conserving 

and promoting culture, they have also assumed a symbolic function (Monaci 2005). The 

relationship between cultural expression and the city has therefore evolved: cultural 

activities are no longer considered as simply expressions of culture; instead, they are also 

seen as factors that can act as driving forces capable of promoting the urban economy 

(Bianchini and Parkinson 1993) and which have a tangible impact on public space 

(Landry et al. 1996).  

According to some authors (Scott 1997; Paris & Baert 2011, Bounds, 2007), theatres 

provide an excellent example of amenities that can generate positive synergies within the 

local territory. This has allowed some theatre artist and managers to access new sources 

of funding that have facilitated the construction of new spaces dedicated to the performing 

arts and/or permitted the renovation of existing ones. Even so, on many occasions, this 

architectural renewal has not been matched by similar investments in production, 

innovation and/or the consolidation of new forms of theatre (Strom 2002).  

Theatre amenities can be elements that promote change in cities and, above all, in the 

districts in which they are located. With the creation of urban leisure zones, they can 

attract investment, new economic activities and new neighbours (Hughes 1998). Theatres 

consequently participate in the creation of a new city image through the relationships that 

is established between theatre activity, new economic activities and citizens –whether 

these are local residents or those who attend theatre performances (Ramos and Sanz, 

2013). However, despite their importance, few academic works have hitherto analysed 

the repercussions that theatres have on the urban landscape and public space (Harvie, 

2009, Maitland 2013, Belánger 2005, Ramon, 2011, Makeham 2005).  

The performing arts have also played a key role in policies of cultural innovation and in 

the introduction of creative activities in many cities (Landry 2000). One particularly 

emblematic case was the revitalisation of Broadway, in New York, in the 1980s, when 

the area was immersed in a process of decline. Thanks to the modernisation and creation 

of a new theatre offer, it was possible to transform this central space in the heart of the 

city (Rosenberg and Harburg 1993).  

A few years earlier, a similar operation had been undertaken with the construction of the 

Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts; this had also been associated with an important 

process of renewal on the Lower West Side of New York. Later, other North-American 
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cities adopted similar policies, such as the construction of the Avenue of Arts in 

Philadelphia, from 1992 onwards (Bounds 2007, Ganau 2007).  

Similarly, the revitalisation of the Southbank of London was largely based on the 

promotion of cultural amenities which included the reconstruction of Shakespeare’s The 

Globe theatre (Newman and Smith 2000, Murray 2014). More recent developments of 

this type have included the Quartier des spectacles of Montreal. This was created in 2003, 

as a part of a project that brought together representatives from the cultural, property 

development, educational, business, residential and public administration sectors (Dumas 

and Subercaseaux 2011, Katiya 2011). Its ambitious objective was to develop specific 

projects that reinforce social cohesion and creation and help to position the 

neighbourhood as a pole of attraction within Montreal and as a cultural destination at the 

international scale. 

In some cases, the construction of new theatres may also imply large-scale, and 

sometimes excessively ambitious and expensive, construction work. This may also have 

certain less desirable repercussions: gentrification; increases in the price of land; larger 

public deficits; and the loss of alternative forms of theatre in favour of grand spectacles 

offering almost guaranteed success. However, looking beyond these large-scale events, 

which imply the mobilisation of quantitatively important resources, the presence of more 

modest theatres may offer an instrument for reinforcing social cohesion within a 

particular neighbourhood, or even the city itself. In the case of Roubaix, for example, the 

decision to back several cultural amenities, including theatres, has made it possible to 

improve social cohesion within the city as a whole, to reinforce the self-esteem of its 

citizens, and to project the image of a dynamic city at the regional level (Paül i Agustí 

2009).  

The study and its methodology 

Within this wider context, the chapter presents the results of a research project on the 

territorial differentiation of theatre activity in Barcelona and the dynamic processes that 

have accompanied it (Sacco and Ferelli 2006, Zukin and Braslow 2011). The variables 

that have been analysed include: the density of theatres in the city; their dates of 

inauguration; the number of people who attend them; the seating capacities of their 

auditoriums; and the number of people who they employ. The results obtained have 

allowed us to visualize several important aspects of urban activity, such as the 

specialisation of certain districts in providing theatre, the segregation of other 

neighbourhoods and the evolution of these aspects over time (Moisand 2009). Similarly, 

a study of the location of these amenities within the city has allowed us to analyse the 

influence of public policy and to observe the areas where the production and consumption 

of culture has tended to concentrate (Newman and Smith 2000). All of these are essential 

consideration for a good management of public resources and for achieving optimal 

effects for local citizens. 

The study started with an analysis of the locations of the different theatres within the city 

of Barcelona (Figure 1). Defining the subject to be studied was the first difficulty to 

overcome. There are at least three official listings of the theatres in the city of Barcelona. 

According to the Institute of Culture of Barcelona City Council, the city has 37 theatres, 

whereas according to the Department of Culture of the Generalitat de Catalunya, the 

number is 51. Both of these lists are essentially based on listings of spaces that have 

requested some form of public subsidy, whereas the Association of Theatre Companies 
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of Catalonia (ADETCA) recognises 74 theatres in Barcelona. In the present work, we 

have analysed 56 different theatres, limiting our study to those offering permanent 

professional programmes that are open to the general public. This definition deliberately 

excludes premises used only for rehearsals, dedicated to amateur functions and cafés and 

restaurants that have small spaces where minor performances are sometimes staged.  

The information was compiled using a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

approaches. We have, for example, included quantitative information derived from 

Statistics on the Performing Arts provided by the Department of Culture of the 

Generalitat de Catalunya (available for the period 2006-2013) and from the annual 

statistics of ADETCA (for the period 2008-2014). This has also been complemented with 

certain data obtained from the webpages of the different theatres (this is particularly true 

of data relating to theatre seating capacities, numbers of auditoriums and dates of 

inauguration). At the qualitative level, we carried out in-depth interviews with seven of 

the people responsible for different theatre companies in Barcelona (who we would like 

to thank for their collaboration).  

It is also important to stress that the majority of the sources available were not exhaustive. 

For a number of reasons (including the absence of statistics and inaugurations or closures 

during the study period), we were only able to obtain complete data for 21 of the 55 

theatres in Barcelona. Despite this, we have chosen to present all of the information that 

we were able to obtain in the present work. This explains some of the differences between 

the variables represented, although we consider that including the greatest possible 

number of theatres has enriched the overall analysis.  

From this statistical information, we have drawn a series of maps that show the 

concentrations of the different variables analysed. This is not a case of a cartography that 

quantifies a particular variable, but rather of one that shows the intensity with which it is 

present in a certain area of the city, based on groupings of values for the different theatres 

studied. This representation has the drawback of not individually identifying the different 

theatres. To at least partially overcome this problem, we have also included a number of 

tables that present data relating to the phenomena represented. Even so, the maps allow 

us to clearly appreciate concentrations of the variables in question, which is what best 

meets the objectives of our work.  
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Figure 1. Location of the theatres studied in Barcelona (2014) 

 

Source: own research 

 

The evolution of theatre spaces: changes and continuity 

It is difficult to understand the present location of Barcelona’s theatres without examining 

the historical context of its evolution. To do this, we shall dedicate a brief section to 

explaining how the location of Barcelona’s theatres within the city has changed over time. 

We shall begin by referring to the History of Barcelona (Sobrequés 1991-2001) and 

reviewing the studies of Aloy, Olaziola and Ramon (2011), Albertí and Molner (2012), 

Perrone (2011), Ramon and Perrone (2013) and Tierz and Muniesa (2013). 

The starting point for the introduction of theatres in Barcelona can be established in the 

year 1603, with the inauguration of the theatre of Santa Creu. This is thought to have 

been the first building in the city constructed with the main purpose of staging theatrical 

performances. Before that time, theatrical performances had been staged on what were 

popularly known as the “patios de comedias”. This theatre initially belonged to the 

hospital of the same name, which used the performances as a way of raising money. It 

was located in the lower part of what is now Les Rambles. When the theatre was originally 

created, this was a space yet to be urbanised; it only acquired its centrality with the passing 

of time. 

For more than two centuries, this was the only theatre in the city. In fact, this remained 

the case until the middle of the 19th century, when other theatres began to appear in the 

city centre. It was then that the old Santa Creu theatre became known as the Teatre 
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Principal (Main Theatre). This name referred to its tradition and recognised its condition 

as the most senior of Barcelona’s theatres, but it was also the name that many other 

theatres received at the time, both in other Catalan cities and in the rest of Spain. Thus, 

the theatres of Zamora (1606), Palma (1667), Zaragoza (1799), Maó (1829), San 

Sebastián (1843) and Alicante (1847) also received this name. Almost all of these 

amenities tended to shape the most representative spaces in the economic and social lives 

of these different cities.  

In Barcelona, new theatres were also located in the central spaces of the city. By 1835, 

there were already four more theatres: Gegants, Montsió, La Mercé and Santa Caterina. 

By 1859, the number of theatres had risen to 19, of which 12 were located in the middle 

of the historic centre of the city. However, by the end of the 19th century, when the city 

began to expand to the Eixample), two new theatre districts had become consolidated: 

Passeig de Gràcia and El Paral·lel.  

Broadly speaking, this distribution was then maintained for most of the 20th century, 

although some new areas also began to appear (Perrone 2011). Thus, in 1936, three new 

theatres were established in Montjuïc (a space which, as we shall later see, was destined 

to play an important role). In 1977, the theatres continued to be mainly concentrated in 

the historic centre (26), the Passeig de Gràcia area (18), El Paral·lel (13) and Gràcia (12). 

The Montjuïc and Poblenou areas each housed four theatres, while another 19 were 

distributed throughout the rest of the city. 

As noted by Aloy, Olaizola and Ramon (2011), only two of these areas have maintained 

their theatre tradition over time and through to the present day. Perhaps significantly, both 

of these are located in historic centres. The most important is located in the centre of the 

historic nucleus of Barcelona, in the Raval area of the city. The second can be found in 

the centre of what was once the village of Gràcia, which was absorbed by Barcelona in 

1897.  

 

Table 1. Number of theatres operating in Barcelona at different points in time  

 Historic 

Centre 

Passeig de 

Gràcia 

Area  

Gràcia Paral·lel Montjuïc Other 

Areas 

Unspecified Total 

1835 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

1859 12 5 1 0 0 0 1 19 

1894 13 21 4 14 0 2 4 58 

1936 26 20 10 18 3 12 6 95 

1977 26 18 12 13 4 23 17 113 

20111 28 4 13 7 7 33 3 95 

Source: Aloy, Olaizola and Ramon (2011). The “unspecified” category includes theatres referred to by the 

authors in their inventory of theatres but which do not appear in the cartography. The “other areas” category 

includes the rest of the city of Barcelona. 

 

 

                                                 
1 To facilitate data comparison, we have respected the data provided by : Aloy, Olaizola and Ramon for 

2011. Using our definition of a theatre, the numbers would vary a little: 16 theatres in the Historic Centre, 

3 in Passeig de Gràcia, 7 in Gràcia, 6 in the Paral·lel, 7 in Montjuïc and 17 in other parts of Barcelona. 
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Table 1 highlights two opposing tendencies. On the one hand, some parts of the city have 

consolidated their theatrical offer since the mid-19th century and through to the present 

day, becoming areas with an important degree of specialisation in theatre. This is the case 

in the Historic Centre, Gràcia and Montjuïc. On the other hand, it is evident that in other 

parts of the city areas, an apparent initial consolidation of theatre activity was followed 

by its subsequent decline and virtual disappearance; this has been the case in the area 

comprising Passeig de Gràcia and El Paral·lel.  

This last case is of particular interest. El Paral·lel is an avenue that used to run along the 

outside of the city’s medieval walls, which were not demolished until 1854. This was a 

half-empty space, located just next to the port and very near the centre of the city. In the 

second half of the 19th century XIX, more and more leisure premises were set up in this 

area, including cabarets and theatres, and throughout the 20th century, Barcelona’s 

Paral·lel continued to have a reputation for alternative and transgressive entertainment. 

However, from the 1970s onwards, there was an important change in tastes with regard 

to theatre shows. A more diversified theatre offer emerged and became located in other 

parts of the city, with this area losing many of its theatres. In fact, only the urban renewal 

project iniciated in recent years by Barcelona City Council has managed to partially 

reverse this trend and to help maintain El Paral·lel as one of the most important 

commercial theatre axes in the city. 

The case of the area including Passeig de Gràcia and Rambla Catalunya is also very 

enlightening. These avenues, which are among the most important and central in 

Barcelona’s Eixample, became consolidated at beginning of the 20th century. This 

coincided with the construction of the majority of Barcelona’s great Art Nouveau 

buildings, which gave considerable prestige to this area. It was also during this period 

that this area received a large number of theatres; in fact, for a time, it even had more 

theatres than the historic centre. The progressive transformation of this area into a space 

dedicated to commercial activity, office space and luxury residences –with the 

corresponding increase in the price of its rents– has subsequently almost completely 

expelled theatre activity from this area. 

Avinguda Diagonal has experienced a similar evolution. In the 1970s, as many as five 

theatres were located in the area. Today, however, the predominance of commercial and 

office uses has practically eliminated theatre activity from the area. At present, there is 

only one theatre in this long avenue. As in the case of the Eixample, the fall in the number 

of theatres has been directly related to increases in the price of the land occupied by these 

spaces in the centre of the city.  

The current spatial distribution of theatres in Barcelona 

This spatial mobility of theatre amenities is still on-going. At present, a northern axis is 

being constituted by the Zona Nord, Ateneu Popular de Nou Barris, Sant Andreu Teatre 

and Nau Ivanow theatres. In general, these are innovative and public funding amenities, 

established in working class neighbourhoods and they have reinforced the tendency for 

theatres to be located in developing urban spaces. The availability of land at reasonable 

prices and the existence of recently abandoned manufacturing premises have been key to 

these locations benefitting from the cultural policies of the city council. Nevertheless, 

when these locational advantages disappear, fundamentally as a result of the expansion 

of the urban area and the more intensive use of land, theatres, similarly to artists tend to 

be displaced towards new peripheral locations.  
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However, this spatial location model is put into perspective by another logic that tends to 

help consolidate traditional central areas. This is what has happened in the districts of 

Gràcia and Ciutat Vella (Old City, the historic centre), where theatre activity has not been 

expelled, despite their relative centrality. In fact, over the last few decades, this activity 

has been consolidated thanks to small and medium-sized theatre venues and, to a large 

extent, to the programming of alternative and experimental forms of theatre. The location 

of the Fàbriques de Creació Cultural (Factories of Cultural Creation, or Art Factories), 

which are new creative spaces promoted by Barcelona City Council, has helped to further 

reinforce this dual tendency.  

The dynamism of Barcelona’s theatres is also reflected in their longevity (Figure 2). The 

median year when the theatres were opened is 1996, and the average age of today’s 

theatres is around 31 years (only 14 of them are older than this). On the other hand, during 

the period 2000-2014, 23 new theatres opened. In other words, almost half of the theatres 

in Barcelona are less than 10 years old. This demonstrates the vitality of this sector, but 

also shows the relatively short lifespan of the majority of Barcelona’s theatres. It is 

similarly revealing that none of the theatres that were inaugurated in Barcelona between 

1930 and 1960 remain open today. The tendency for theatres to change their location in 

order to adapt to a changing urban context has therefore been reinforced.  

Again, there is an exception to the general tendency. Several of the theatres inaugurated 

at the end of the 19th century still remain active: the Romea, Molino and Aliança de 

Poblenou. Some of those dating from the first quarter of the 20th century have also 

survived until today, including the Victoria, Goya, Tivoli and Coliseum, amongst others. 

Although most of these have had to endure prolonged periods of inactivity, it has been 

possible to revitalise them through private initiatives. Their location, in the city’s historic 

centre and neighbouring areas or in Avinguda Paral·lel, demonstrates how the 

permanence of some traditional theatre areas coexists with the presence of other theatre 

districts that rapidly change.  

As a result, the theatre activity continues to concentrate and persist in certain parts of the 

city. Of the ten districts that form Barcelona city, there are three without a single theatre 

(Les Corts, Sarrià-Sant Gervasi and Horta-Guinardó) and another three that have only one 

or two theatres (Sant Martí, Sant Andreu and Nou Barris). This polarization is all the 

greater if we divide the city into neighbourhoods: only 16 (of the 75 into which the city 

is divided) have a theatre. 
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Figure 2. Decade in which theatres that are still operating today originally opened 

in Barcelona (1863 - 2014)  

 

Source: own research 

 

If we change our focus from the number of theatres to their seating capacities, the 

distribution pattern does not vary substantially (Figure 3 & Table 2). Again, the theatre 

districts of the Raval, El Paral·lel and Montjuïc concentrate the great majority of theatre 

seats. Outside these three areas, there is only one other relevant concentration: at the east 

end of the Eixample. This corresponds to the area occupied by the Teatre Nacional de 

Catalunya (National Theatre of Catalonia) which has more than 1,700 theatre seats shared 

amongst its three auditoriums. 

As far as the number of auditoriums is concerned, most (84%) of the theatres in Barcelona 

only have one. Amongst the theatres with more auditoriums, the previously mentioned 

pattern of concentration is repeated: the six theatres that have two auditoriums and the 

three theatres that have three are mainly concentrated in the previously mentioned areas 

(five of the theatres are located in these areas). The average seating capacity of the theatres 

of Barcelona is 351, with capacities ranging from 40, at the Cincómonos Espai d'Art to 

almost 2,000, at the Teatre Grec. The majority of the smaller theatres are to be found in 

Ciutat Vella or Gràcia, whereas those with over a thousand seats are located in Montjuïc 

and the Eixample. 

 

On the other hand, it is interesting to highlight how this general pattern is broken when 

we analyse the number of plays that are offered rather than the number of theatres and 

seats (Figure 4 & Table 3). Gràcia is the district that offers the greatest number of different 

plays. At the theatres with the greatest seating capacities, located in the Eixample, Sants-

Montjuïc and Sant Martí areas, the plays tend to have longer runs. In contrast, in the small 

theatres of Gràcia, the plays tend to be more experimental and to have shorter runs. 

Similarly, while the district of Gràcia concentrates around 10% of the total number of 

auditoriums and seats, the number of plays that it hosts always corresponds to over 25% 

of the total. It is therefore a district that has some very specific theatrical characteristics. 
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Another important factor for characterising the theatrical offer in Barcelona is the 

ownership of the different theatres. The great majority of the city’s theatres are privately 

owned. Only the large-scale amenities located in Montjuïc (Teatre Lliure, Teatre Grec 

and Mercat de les Flors) and the Teatre Nacional, in the district of Sant Martí, are 

publically owned. Although this tendency has largely been maintained, we should also 

mention an important change that has occurred in recent years, when Barcelona City 

Council has sought to promote new spaces of innovation and cultural creation. Setting in 

motion the Fàbriques de Creació Cultural programme has resulted in the city council 

increasing public participation in theatre activity, even though the management of most 

of these spaces has tended to remain in private hands. 

With respect to the type of programming that the theatres of Barcelona offer, almost 40% 

is clearly commercial in character. Even so, around 25% of the theatres offer plays of a 

more alternative nature. We must add to this the fact that the programming of the public 

theatres usually combines commercial plays with more experimental ones. Furthermore, 

a good number of private theatres alternate commercial and more alternative productions 

in their programmes. It is therefore possible to affirm that, taken as a whole, Barcelona’s 

theatrical activity has a certain alternative and experimental character and includes 

elements that are clearly innovative.  

 

 

Figure 3. Concentration of theatre seating capacity in Barcelona (2014) 

 

Source: own research 
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Table 2. Distribution of the number of theatre auditoriums and their capacities by 

district (2014) 

 

District Total 

theatre 

auditoriums 

Total seating 

capacity 

Average capacity per 

auditorium 

Ciutat Vella 21 5,738 273 

Eixample 17 7,575 541 

Sants-Montjuïc 14 7,575 541 

Gràcia 9 1,522 169 

Nou Barris 2 670 335 

Sant Andreu 3 498 166 

Sant Martí 1 900 900 

Horta-Guinardó 0 0 0 

Les Corts 0 0 0 

Sarrià-St Gervasi 0 0 0 

Total 67 23,505 351 

Source: own research based on data obtained from Statistics of Performing Arts in Catalonia (Departament 

de Cultura, 2006-13) 

 

Figure 4. Concentration of plays staged by theatres in Barcelona (2014) 
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Source: own research 

 

Table 3.  Distribution of plays by district (seasons 2007-2008 to 2013-2014) 

District Plays 2007-08 Plays 2009-10 Plays 2011-12 Plays 2013-14 

Ciutat Vella 104 277 399 417 

Eixample 109 131 187 217 

Sants-Montjuïc 139 175 201 191 

Gràcia 147 164 149 193 

Nou Barris 0 0 0 0 

Sant Andreu 41 73 93 70 

Sant Martí 0 0 0 0 

Horta-Guinardó 0 0 0 0 

Les Corts 0 0 0 0 

Sarrià-St Gervasi 0 0 0 0 

Total 540 820 1029 1088 

Source: own research based on data obtained from the Association of Theatre Companies of Catalonia 

(ADETCA, 2008-14). The number of theatres for which different types of data are available varies 

according to the year in question. As a result, the annual data are not always completely comparable. This 

is particularly true of data for the year 2011, for which the data available vary greatly in some districts.  

 

The distribution of shows by district reveals how Ciutat Vella offers the highest 

concentration of alternative theatre activity, and above all in terms of the number of 

theatres that alternate both types of programme. As previously stated, this district also has 

the theatres with the most reduced seating capacities (if we exclude the two most 

commercial theatres with large seating capacities: the Romea and Poliorama). The Sants-

Montjuïc district has two salient characteristics. On the one hand, it hosts a good number 

of commercial theatres with large capacities, which are located along the Avinguda 

Paral·lel axis (this offer of commercial theatre began back in the 19th century and has 

since been maintained). On the other hand, this district contains three large-scale public 

amenities facilities with important seating capacities. The location of some small 

alternative theatres in this district (Sala FlyHard, Hiroshima, La Vielella and El Polvorí) 

has hardly modified the duality of theatre in this district: commercial theatre and large-

scale public amenities.  

The districts of Gràcia and Eixample present quite similar characteristics: quite a balanced 

offer between predominantly commercial and clearly alternative theatres. Perhaps the 

main difference between the two districts is that the theatres of Gràcia have smaller 

seating capacities and, as a result, a greater rotation of plays, many of which tend to be of 

a more alternative nature. 
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Artists as a factor for explaining the location of theatre activity 

Artists associated with the performing arts can also be a decisive factor for the creation 

and evolution of theatres, but only at certain specific locations. Theatre activity is the 

result of a complex combination that requires a combination of creativity, the availability 

of exhibition space and the right kind of business management. In very well consolidated 

commercial theatre districts, decisions tend to follow quite strict business criteria based 

on profitability. Broadway, the West End and even the Paral·lel in Barcelona provide 

good examples of this.  

In fact, Barcelona has a long tradition of theatre impresarios. Today, one of most 

important of these is Grup Balañá. This is a company with long tradition in the 

management of shows of different kinds, ranging from bullfights to cinemas. The group 

owns the Borràs, Capitol, Tívoli and Coliseum theatres, all of which have important 

capacities and very central locations, falling within a radius of around one hundred metres 

from Plaça Catalunya. Another important business group is Grup Focus, which includes 

various companies dedicated to the management and organisation of all types of shows. 

At present, it manages the Condal, Goya, Villaroel and Romea theatres, all of which also 

enjoy very central locations. 

One interesting, yet somewhat atypical, case is that of the company Tres per 3, which 

runs the Victòria and Poliorama theatres. This company emerged in 1986 as the result of 

the union of an important theatre producer, Anexa, with two well-consolidated private 

companies: Dagoll Dagom and El Tricicle. The objective of this merger was to have 

relatively large halls in which to present their works and also to be able to make these 

available to other companies. 

This case therefore represented an evolution for these companies from theatrical creation 

and interpretation to the professionalised production of shows and the private 

management of halls. Professional theatre is a complex artistic activity that requires a 

minimum level of infrastructure and a certain level of economic investment. For this 

reason, many theatre companies have had to take a similar step and, as well as creating 

and performing, have had to take on the business management of the halls where they 

present their shows. It is possible to mention La Perla 29, QArs Teatre and Versus Teatre, 

to give just a few examples.  

This type of business structure has not, however, been the one most frequently used by 

theatres in Barcelona. In some neighbourhoods, artistic initiative has played a decisive 

role in the location of theatres or has, at least, proved as important as the decisions taken 

by private business people and public institutions. In the last few decades, alternative -

not strictly commercial - theatre has played a very relevant role within the theatre scene 

of Barcelona. The tremendous diversity of the companies involved has brought with it a 

complex evolution in the cultural space of the city. Many halls have come to be managed 

by the own companies themselves. In some cases, this evolution has been towards 

professionalised management, but in others - as we shall soon see - it has been the public 

sector that has helped to consolidate these theatre initiatives.  

Part of this process must be understood within the political context that marked the final 

years of the Franco dictatorship, from 1975 onwards. In the final years of Francoism, 

political repression coexisted with the appearance of a multitude of cultural activities in 

Barcelona. The attitude of clear opposition to the dictatorship in the cultural and artistic 



 13 

world of Catalonia was an obstacle to the growth of many artistic initiatives. After the 

death of the dictator, many of these initiatives could be more fully developed and were 

also well received by the new democratic governments and institutions of Barcelona and 

Catalonia.  

The concept of “teatre de butxaca” (or “armchair theatre”, taken from the French teatre 

de poche) was successful in the Barcelona of the 1980s and 1990s. The proliferation of 

these small-format halls allowed recently created companies access to an increasingly 

wider and more numerous public. At the same time, this also facilitated the formation of 

networks of actors, playwrights, stage directors, theatrical designers, clothing and lighting 

technicians, etc. All of this favoured the creation of alternative theatre circuits in these 

neighbourhoods and the emergence of numerous new creative activities.  

The encyclopaedic work made by C. Tierz and X. Muniesa (2013) has enabled us to 

reconstruct the biography and evolution of the majority of the theatres and companies that 

appeared in Barcelona during those years and which have emerged since then. We will 

mainly focus on three areas of the city: the Gràcia neighbourhood, the Historic Centre 

and Montjuïc, where theatres have played an important role in urban regeneration. 

The Gràcia neighbourhood is, without a doubt, the district that has been most transformed 

by artistic activity. This former village, which was absorbed by the urban growth of 

Barcelona, is characterised by its dense network of narrow streets and by a social structure 

typical of a working-class neighbourhood. In the streets of Gràcia, it is possible to find 

former industrial premises now in disuse alongside old premises originally created by the 

cooperative movement. In 1976, it was in one of these spaces - the La Lleialtat 

cooperative - that a group of actors, directors and theatre technicians found an ideal 

location at which to establish the Teatre Lliure (Free Theatre). They proposed an artistic 

concept that sought to be truly ground breaking.  

Throughout the 1980s, the neighbourhood attracted other companies that came in search 

of small halls. In 1988, the company Teatreneu created its own hall in a building that had 

once been occupied by a cooperative of weavers and which was only two hundred metres 

from the Teatre Lliure. In the same year, the Regina cinema was transformed into a theatre 

by the children's theatre company La Trepa. A few months later, the Sala Beckett, which 

had been created by a group of theatre actors and directors, also opened its doors in the 

same area. As well as being a venue for theatrical representations, this space was also 

created with the explicit intention of becoming a space for creation and experimentation 

dedicated to the performing arts. 

In this way, an important concentration of theatre halls began to emerge, but –above all– 

one of artists and creators associated with the performing arts. In subsequent years, the 

situation was further enriched by the appearance of new halls, always as a result of 

initiatives either involving groups of theatre artists (Artenbrut in 1993) or links to centres 

of creation or schools of theatre (La Caldera in 1995 and Porta4, in 2010). 

In the Historic Centre, a similar phenomenon could be observed during the same period, 

with the creation of various new halls. Most of these were the product of the needs that 

young companies of artists and some theatre schools had to find places at which to stage 

their performances. Once more, the relatively affordable price of the historic centre and 

the existence of sufficiently large spaces to house theatre halls proved determining 

factors. In 1975, the Institut del Teatre (a school of dramatic art founded in 1913) moved 
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into the northern part of the historic centre and established the Adrià Gual theatre there. 

In 1984, the company La Fanfarra opened the Teatre Malic, with just 60 seats. Nearby, 

and with similar dimensions, 1997 saw three friends (a poet, a magician and a theatre 

director) open the Brossa Espai Escènic theatre, with the intention of moving beyond the 

traditional limits of theatre and into other paratheatrical arts such as magic.  

At the other end of the Historic Centre, in the Raval, there were also relevant initiatives 

by theatre companies and artists. In 1980, the Llantiol theatre, created by a group of 

artists, began an interesting programme that integrated several different performing arts. 

Later, in 1992, the company Tantarantana moved very close to this area and opened a 

theatre of the same name. These were rather uncommercial theatre initiatives that sought 

small venues (with fewer than 150 seats) and quite unconventional spaces. The search for 

this type of premises even led the company Oriol Broggi to convert a small hall in the 

Gothic-style building that houses the National Library of Catalonia into a stable theatre 

space. The intention to break classical moulds also led to the creation of the Almazen hall, 

in 2000, which has had a stable programme since 2005. Later, other performing art 

venues, such as the Teatre del Raval (2007) and the Sala Fènix (2013) have followed the 

same line. 

The mountain of Montjuïc also largely became a theatre district on account of initiatives 

by various groups of theatre artists. The first step was the reuse of the Teatre Grec, an 

enormous outdoor theatre with nearly 2,000 seats, which had been constructed in 1929. 

During the final years of Francoism, this space was seen by various artists as presenting 

a new opportunity to develop independent theatre in Barcelona. In 1976, the Assembly of 

Actors and Directors established a festival of theatre and the performing arts. Later, in 

1979, the organisation of this event was taken over by the City Council and the Grec 

Festival became consolidated as Barcelona's main reference point with respect to the 

performing arts.  

Nearby, and also in Montjuïc, there was the Mercat de les Flors, which –together with 

the Palace of Agriculture– had been constructed in 1929 for the Universal Exhibition and 

subsequently abandoned in the 1970s. In 1983, the director Peter Brook was looking for 

a theatrical space in Barcelona that would be suitable for staging a performance of the 

work La Tragedia de Carmen. When he discovered this building, which for years had 

been used as a flower market, he decided to stage the performance there. The City Council 

government of Pascual Maragall saw the potential of the hall and, in 1985, organised a 

theatre programme of great quality at the Mercat de les Flors.  

Later, at the end of the 1990s, another collaboration between the local public 

administration and various theatre companies gave rise to a new wave of theatre activity 

at Montjuïc. Lluis Pasqual –a theatre director and one of the founders of the Teatre Lliure–

- proposed the creation of the Ciutat del Teatre (City of Theatre). By now, the company 

had acquired an international dimension and the old seat of the Teatre Lliure in the Gràcia 

neighbourhood had become too small.  

In addition to the transfer of the Teatre Lliure, the City of Theatre was supposed to house 

the Institut del Teatre which, as we have mentioned, was located in the historic centre. 

This proposal generated a certain debate: on the one hand, concerning whether it was 

appropriate to establish this new theatre district in the city; on the other, relating to the 

high level of public support that this would imply giving to what was essentially a private 

company that would subsequently become a private foundation. In 2001, the Teatre Lliure 
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opened at its new location in former Palau de l’Agricultura. At almost the same time, the 

Institut del Teatre was also transferred there and then, a few years later, the Mercat de les 

Flors also incorporated the Casa de la Dansa (House of Dance).  

This scheme of theatre initiatives that have originated from groups of artists but 

subsequently been developed by public administrations has also been followed in other 

cases; the Sala Beckett is one such case. In 2007, the building that it occupied in Gràcia 

was acquired by a property development company which sought to turn it into housing. 

The City Council was persuaded to take on the work of constructing a new seat –which 

had also to include a residence for artists– in a building that had previously housed the 

Pau i Justícia cooperative, in the neighbourhood of Poblenou. After years of delays, this 

new theatre is now due to open in 2016.  

The case of the Sala Beckett provides a good example of the policy that the local 

administration of Barcelona has tended to follow in recent years. On the one hand, it has 

provided support, from the public sector, for private initiatives led by existing theatre 

artists. On the other hand, there has been a tendency for it to encourage the location of 

performing arts-related amenities in the more outlying neighbourhoods of Barcelona, 

thereby also contributing to the recovery of the city's industrial heritage. Building on this 

base, in 2007, Barcelona City Council set up the Fàbriques de Creació, with the objective 

of offering artists spaces in which to develop creative activities.  

These “factories” house creative and cultural activities of many types, with some of them 

hosting activities related to the performing arts. In general, their locations moved away 

from the centre of the city and to more outlying neighbourhoods. The only exception to 

this general rule has been the Brossa Espai Escènic, which was transferred to La Seca, a 

building that had once formed part of a medieval currency factory, located in Ciutat Vella. 

The rest are located in outlying neighbourhoods, particularly in the north-east of the city, 

where the city's industrial activity was most intense. The City Council aims to extend 

creative activities, in general, and, more specifically, theatre-related activities towards 

these neighbourhoods. These are neighbourhoods with a strong working-class tradition 

and few theatres, but they are also neighbourhoods with an abundant supply of land at a 

relatively cheap price. 

Two particularly interesting examples are the Ateneu Popular of Nou Barris and the Nau 

Ivanow, both of which occupy rather eccentric locations within the city. In the first case, 

the location is in a former tarmac factory which the workers' movement managed to 

convert into a cultural centre, in 1977. For years, it staged a variety of activities related 

to the production and exhibition of circus, dance and theatre. The other: the Nau Ivanow, 

occupies what was once a paint factory, in the Sant Andreu neighbourhood. In 1997, an 

architect and photographer acquired the building to establish his study and a cultural 

centre that had there, emulating the famous Factory of Andy Warhol (Tierz and Muniesa, 

2013: 256). Although he initially thought focused on the plastic arts, he soon saw the 

potential of using the premises for the performing arts. The management of the centre 

was first placed in the hands of a cultural association and later of the association of 

neighbours, until it became one of the Fàbriques de Creació, in 2010. 

 

Figure 5. Scheme of changes and continuities in the location of theatre activities in 

Barcelona 
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Theatre performances and venues as economic activity 

One of the most direct impacts of the performing arts can be seen in the creation of 

employment. Although the spotlights only shine on the actors, behind any play there are 

many other professionals who are essential for its staging; these include ushers, lighting 

technicians and those in charge of the wardrobe. 

According to data provided by the Catalan government, during the period 2006-2013, the 

number of workers directly employed by theatres was between 490 and 620 (Generalitat 

2006-15). This translates into an average of between 14.5 and 18.8 workers per theatre. 

Even so, this statistic hides a wide variety of situations. Almost half of the workers 

directly employed by the theatres of Barcelona work for one of three public facilities: the 

TNC, Mercat de les Flors and Teatre Lliure. If we were to ignore these three large public 

theatres, the average number (of full-time staff) would fall to 8 workers per theatre. 

There is no doubt that the economic crisis has affected this distribution in recent years. 

While the number of people employed by private theatres has undergone a moderate fall, 

the reduction in public theatre employment has been much greater. The subsidies and 

fiscal advantages that different (local, regional and national) governments used to apply 

to the performing arts sector arts have been drastically reduced since 2008. These cuts 

arrived at what had been a high point for in theatre activity in terms of both the number 

of plays staged (see the table in figure 3) and the rate at which audiences were increasing. 

In this respect, the impact of the economic crisis left its mark in terms of a reduction in 

both the number of plays staged and the number of jobs in the sector. 
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Figure 6. Concentration of direct employment in theatres in Barcelona (2013) 

 

Source: own research 

 

Table 4.-Distribution of theatre employment by district (equivalent full-time 

employment, 2006-2013) 

 

District Employees 

2006 

Employees 

2008 

Employees 

2010 

Employees 

2012 

Employees 

2013 

Ciutat Vella 79,4 87,7 94,2 121,9 112,0 

Eixample 205,2 233,5 219,6 206,2 196,2 

Sants Montjuïc 184,5 249,5 162,4 147,8 155,4 

Gràcia 26,3 42,8 46,7 55,4 62,8 

Nou Barris 3,9 2,5 3,9 9,7 9,5 

Sant Andreu 7,8 5,2 6,7 11,9 11,9 

Sant Martí 0 0 0 0 0 

Horta-Guinardó 0 0 0 0 0 

Les Corts 0 0 0 0 0 

Sarrià - Sant Gervasi 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 507,1 621,2 533,6 552,9 547,7 

Workers per theatre 18,8 18,3 14,8 12.0 11,9 

Workers per private 

theatre 

9,2 8,3 7,4 6,5 6,9 

Workers per public 

theatre  

52,4 64,6 45,5 38,0 35,6 
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Source: own research based on data obtained from Statistics of Performing Arts in Catalonia (Departament 

de Cultura, 2006-13). The number of theatres for which data are available varies according to the year in 

question. As a result, the annual data are not always completely comparable. The data presented refer to 

the equivalent number of full-time workers.  

In figure 6 and table 4, it is possible to observe how the greatest concentration of 

employment can be observed in the districts in which the largest public theatres are 

located: Sants-Montjuïc and Sant Martí. In fact, the distribution has been largely 

conditioned by the presence of these large-scale public amenities. The concentration of 

direct employment does not, therefore, correlate with either the number of theatres, their 

seating capacities, or the number of plays that they stage. In this respect, the case of Gràcia 

is particularly revealing. It is the district that hosts the largest number of plays, but one 

that provides relatively little employment. The small dimensions of the auditoriums and 

the presence of voluntary and/or amateur staff explains this failure to create many direct 

positions of employment.  

The economic activity that is generated by the theatre sector greatly exceeds the amount 

of direct employment that it creates. There are many different professions associated with 

the performing arts. Some are closely related to theatre activity, such as ushers and those 

responsible for the stage scenery, lighting, wardrobe and makeup. Other activities, are 

more generic in nature, but are widely found in association with the theatre sector. These 

include: publicity, press and publications, transport, catering, packaging, furniture, audio-

visuals, dressmaking, dry cleaning and laundry services. 

If our count of directly related employment presents certain difficulties, opening a study 

to include the sectors with less well-defined relations is a task of even greater complexity. 

In the present study, we have only carried out some initial investigation, based on 

interviews with people associated with the theatre world. Still, the initial results suggest 

that it is difficult to speak of clusters of activities related to the theatre.  

Further study on the locations of these companies will allow us to know if the theatre 

sector produces clusters of companies related to this sector and whether these clusters are 

located in the districts with the greatest concentrations of theatres. It is certain that in the 

case of Barcelona there seems to be a certain concentration of this type of activities in the 

districts of Sant Martí and Eixample. Even so, everything seems to indicate that their 

location is not related to the presence of theatre activity in these areas. Instead, it seems 

to owe more to the characteristics of the economic activity in these two districts. 

We have thus, for example, confirmed a certain concentration of the audio-visual and 

publicity sector in Sant Martí, although their location is better explained by the existence 

of a certain audio-visual cluster in this area and by factors that are not directly related to 

theatre activity. Similarly, the great diversity and maturity of the economic fabric of the 

Eixample could explain the number of companies in this district that are associated with 

the theatre sector.  

The analysis of these sectors which are partially related to the theatre activity opens an 

interesting line of work which can be further pursued at a later date. The study must take 

into consideration the most obvious and general of activities, such as bars and restaurants 

near theatres, but also, and above all, other more specific ones. In the case of Barcelona, 

two good case studies could be provided by the locations of lighting and sound companies 

(some of which provide services in the market) and those of laundry establishments which 
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mainly specialise in theatre costumes (some of which are located near the theatre area in 

El Paral·lel). 

Conclusion: city and theatre, a complex relationship. 

Theatres have formed an integral part of the urban landscape of European cities for many 

centuries. They first appeared as public spaces which met the leisure requirements of an 

urban population that still lived within walled cities. Since then, however, many deep-

rooted social changes have taken place. The second half of the 19th century witnessed an 

explosion of the performing arts throughout Europe. Even so, on many occasions, the new 

forms of mass entertainment that appeared in the 20th century threatened to put an end to 

the theatre. In fact, the theatre sector has experienced moments of crisis that have resulted 

in the disappearance of some theatre amenities at the same time that new offers have 

emerged and have managed to keep the theatre alive through to the present day. 

This nonlinear evolution of the number of theatres must also be combined with the no 

less complex urban evolution of Europe’s cities. The case of Barcelona provides a good 

example of how the location of theatres has been modified as the city has grown and also 

of how theatres have been important elements in the structuring of the city’s urban 

landscape.  

Barcelona’s first theatre, which was linked to a hospital, was constructed in the Raval 

district, which was the area of expansion for the medieval city. Later, towards end of the 

17th century, the urbanization of the area that is now known as Les Rambles drew the 

social life of Barcelona towards this axis, with several theatres being located there. The 

Ecclesiastical Confiscations of Mendizábal, of the mid-19th century, resulted in the 

destruction of numerous monasteries and convents and freed large amounts of space. The 

city, which at the time was still growing within its own walls, took advantage of this new 

land to construct amenities like the Teatre Liceu (the Barcelona opera house), which is 

also located in Les Rambles. 

At around the same time, an area dedicated to leisure for both the citizens of Barcelona 

and visiting sailors was developed on the esplanade that ran between the city walls and 

the port. Next to the new nightclubs appeared a variety of theatres which helped to 

established Avinguda Paral·lel as the theatre district of Barcelona par excellence. Based 

on a mixture of tradition and centrality, El Paral·lel and the Raval, have maintained an 

intense theatre activity through to the present day (Rius 2008, Rius 2014, Tremblay and 

Battaglia 2012, Espinosa 2011).  

When the city began to extend beyond its walls, so too did its theatres. The availability 

of an abundance of relatively cheap land attracted theatre promoters to the Eixample. 

Some established their activity along the main axes in this neighbourhood, such as Passeig 

de Gràcia, where another important centre for leisure activity was consolidated with the 

opening of cinemas in the 20th century.  

Continuing this colonisation of the “new frontier”, theatres spread out along other streets 

in the area of expansion, reaching Avinguda Diagonal in the 1970s. In a certain way, it 

could be said that these theatres helped “to civilize” the new urban spaces that were 

gradually becoming consolidated. Once they had been incorporated as leisure areas, they 

were then integrated into the mental maps of the citizens of Barcelona. This process 

favoured the subsequent arrival of other activities, such as the headquarters of banks and 
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office buildings, which also required a symbolic centrality. However, at the same time, 

these new activities caused an increase in land prices that would ultimately drive theatres 

out of this area and to more peripheral spaces. 

From the 1990s onwards, this tendency changed. When practically all of the urban space 

in Barcelona had been consolidated, the location of theatres followed a different pattern. 

First of all, and as seen in recent years, there was a recentralisation of theatrical activity 

towards areas with better accessibility and greater symbolic value. The Raval and the 

neighbouring Avinguda Paral·lel have therefore gradually recovered some of the activity 

that they had lost during the previous period.  

The return of theatrical performances coincided with a process of rehabilitation and 

gentrification in these historic districts. On one hand, the improvement in the sensation 

of security –and the fact that more people visited the neighbourhood– helped to attract 

new spectators. On the other, the activity generated by the theatres themselves also helped 

to accelerate the recovery of these neighbourhoods.  

Secondly, over the last few decades, the public authorities have promoted a new 

peripheral location for theatres. In part, the same logic has been followed as in the historic 

centre: the theatres have generated other economic activity in their immediate 

surroundings and this has helped to improve the social fabric. There has also been an 

important amount of public investment in this type of amenity, in the hope of obtaining 

equally important urban and social benefits.  

The examples that can be seen are many and varied. The Teatre Nacional de Catalunya 

(and also the Auditori de Barcelona) was an initiative aimed at starting the recovery of an 

old industrial area, located in the Sant Martí district, next to the Poblenou. In a certain 

way, this was the first operation in the recovery of what after 2000 would later become 

22@ Innovation District, a project that aimed to convert an old industrial area in a new 

creative district in Barcelona (Paül i Agustí 2014).  

The theatre has also played an important role in the recovery of Montjuïc hill. After the 

1992 Olympic Games, the creation of the Ciutat de Teatre (City of Theatre), which was 

largely based on the reuse of existing buildings, was key to reincorporating this space into 

the day-to-day life of Barcelona. 

Thirdly, attempts have been made to promote theatre activity in some of the less central 

neighbourhoods of Barcelona, with the aim of bringing it closer to citizens and their 

communities. The Atheneums of Poblenou and Nou Barris provide good examples of this 

policy, but there can be no doubt that Gràcia is the neighbourhood in which the impact of 

the theatre on the local social fabric has been most notable. The existence of small 

auditoriums providing alternative theatre has contributed to the modification of the social 

structure of this traditional neighbourhood. Over recent years, Gràcia has first 

experienced a process of intense gentrification and then one of “touristification”. 

Fourthly, the Fàbriques de Creació programme has centred on recovering obsolete 

industrial heritage which, somewhat paradoxically in a manufacturing city like Barcelona, 

had not received the attention that it deserved. Going beyond any evaluation of the 

success, or otherwise, of introducing these creative spaces and of the reactions that they 

have drawn from certain sectors of the city, it cannot be denied that these initiatives 

constitute a new view of the relationship between the city and the theatre. Although, to 
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date, these new postmodern factories have had relatively little impact on the 

neighbourhoods in which they have been installed, more time is needed before we can 

really evaluate their impact. 

Finally, in addition to its relations with the urban landscape, there is no doubt that theatre 

activity has had an important impact on the city’s economy. We have already mentioned 

the direct impact derived from the employment that theatres provide. We have also 

referred to the indirect activities that the theatre generates through service companies, 

which we have not yet been able to quantify. However, so far, we have not said anything 

about the relationship between the theatre and tourism.  

In a city that receives as many visitors as Barcelona does, any event related to culture or 

entertainment has the potential to be turned into a tourist attraction. Even so, unlike in 

other audio-visual art forms, in the theatre, text is of great importance and therefore so is 

the language used; this has proved an impediment to attracting foreign tourists to works 

staged in Catalan or Spanish.  

However, the situation is now changing. In the last few years, for example, some of the 

works that have attracted the biggest audiences have been examples of musical theatre. 

Many of these have – almost identical – adaptations of musicals that have been successful 

in New York or London. In both these cities, tourism has made an important contribution 

to the success of the theatre and to the renewal of districts like Broadway and the West 

End. In Barcelona, this is still only a relatively new phenomenon, but according to how 

cultural policy is focused in the coming years, tourism may have a major influence on the 

type of theatre offered and also on the location pattern of amenities related to the 

performing arts. 
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