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The City of Culture:  
a Chronicle of Change Foretold

Lucrezia Lopez*, María de los 
Ángeles Piñeiro Antelo**,  
Miguel Pazos Otón***

Abstract

At the beginning of the 1990s, one of the main architectural megaprojects in Spain 
took shape: the City of Culture, in Santiago de Compostela (Spain). Promoted and ap-
proved by the then president of the Galician government, Manuel Fraga, in the vicinity of 
the historic centre of Santiago de Compostela, the final destination of the Way of St. James 
and a World Heritage Site. Since then, it has been at the centre of numerous criticisms, 
among them many authors have denounced a “lack of planning”, since its peripheral loca-
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tion has been a problem towards achieving its initial objective. This proposal aims to ana-
lyse and reconstruct the evolution of uses and the urban imagery associated with the City 
of Culture, two aspects that have had to be modified in order for this space to survive in 
time. At the methodological level, planning documents have been reviewed and interviews 
were conducted in order to verify the political efforts.

A comienzos de los años 1990 tomaba forma uno de los principales megaproyectos 
arquitectónicos de España: la Ciudad de la Cultura, en Santiago de Compostela (España). 
Promovido y aprobado por el entonces presidente del gobierno de Galicia, Manuel Fraga, 
en la vecindad del casco histórico compostelano, meta del Camino de Santiago y Patrimonio 
de la Humanidad. Desde entonces, ha centralizado numerosas críticas, entre ellas no pocos 
autores han denunciado una “falta de planificación”, pues su posición periférica ha sido 
un problema para lograr su objetivo inicial. Esta propuesta pretende analizar y reconstruir 
la evolución de los usos y del imaginario urbano asociado a la Ciudad de la Cultura, dos 
aspectos que han tenido que modificar para que este espacio sobreviviese en el tiempo.  A 
nivel metodológico, se revisan los documentos de planificación y se realizan entrevistas para 
verificar los esfuerzos políticos.

1. Introduction

In recent decades, many cities have changed and adapted to the new times 
and governance trends1. In this space, which has always been a meeting place 
for old and new paradigms, historical ideologies have determined urban func-
tions and representations according to the intentions of the different rulers. 
Likewise, there has been a progressive evolution from the industrial revolution 
to Fordism, until recent times where neoliberal interests prevail2. In contempo-
rary urban spaces, actors of different nature (public and private) coexist, com-
peting in a continuous promotion of the city in line with what is required by 
the glocal ideology3. On the other hand, culture (and its multiple expressions) 
has taken centre stage and has become one of the decisive elements for urban 
economic and social development and identity4. In this way, cultural policies 
have taken hold, contributing to a local and entrepreneurial turn in the urban 
context5. 

Indeed, it is not easy to compete in and for urban space, as this implies dis-
cerning urban marketing strategies6 whose success is not assured. In this sense, 
this contribution focuses on analysing a tangible dimension of culture, namely 

1 García 2008.
2 Linheira et al. 2018.
3 Hernàndez I Martí et al. 2014.
4 Connolly 2011; Sánchez Belando et al. 2012.
5 Scott 2010.
6 Bianchini 1999.
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the genesis (the past), and the present of one of the most (but not only) debated 
architectural buildings on a Spanish scale: the City of Culture (or Gaiás, as it 
is also called more and more frequently), in the Galician city of Santiago de 
Compostela. Unlike previous studies7, the main objective of this research is to 
analyse and reconstruct the evolution of the urban imagery associated with the 
City of Culture (hereafter referred as CoC) and the possible role of the pan-
demic in this transformation process (preference for outdoor spaces, remote-
ness from urban congestion, healthcare functions and vaccination centre, etc.). 

The text is structured in five sections. Initially, there is a brief review of the 
role of cultural policies in urban management as they participate in the urban 
renewal and underlie a process of instrumentalization in the construction of 
a successful urban projects. These theoretical premises serve to introduce the 
case study, the aforementioned CoC, being an example of the reinterpreta-
tion of culture in an urban context. At a methodological level, the planning 
documents have been reviewed to identify, categorise, and assess the changes 
related to the conception of this project. Interviews have been conducted to 
verify political efforts, highlighting the desired future project that the commu-
nity has and the new urban settings. However, in recent years, the CoC has 
been included in a good part of the cultural policies promoted by the Galician 
government. As a result, the actions recently undertaken invite us to rethink 
the concept of “periphericity” associated with this space, which in the urban 
imagery of Santiago de Compostela is gradually acquiring a centrality, thanks 
to a series of “changes” necessary for its sustainability, and which will be de-
tailed in the following sections. 

2. Cultural Policies: a Brief Genesis of Their Urban Protagonism 

The arrival of globalisation in the cities accelerated the appreciation of cul-
ture as a possible catalyst for urban development, as it showed that culture can 
become a beneficial economic asset for the city, thus claiming its centrality in 
local policies8. Bianchini and Parkinson (1993) have studied cultural policies 
in European cities and their effects on urban regeneration, although according 
to García (2008), cultural policies have developed at a slower rate than desired.

The scenario of European cultural policies has been quite heterogeneous, 
as different actions have been carried out at varying rates. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the economic potential of cultural resources was ignored, since at that 
time cultural policy was considered a mechanism to promote community de-

7 Bermúdez 2018; Fique 2012; López Silvestre, Álvarez Cebrián 2007.
8 Miles et al. 2000; Scott 2010.
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velopment and encourage social participation9. But by the mid-eighties, cultur-
al policy had already come to be considered as a tool for urban development 
and physical regeneration, coinciding with what Kong (2000) defines as a pe-
riod of “cultural economic policy”, and the “age of urban marketing” in the 
words of Bianchini (1999). The first transformations in public and cultural 
policies occurred in the urban centres of the United Kingdom during the 1980s 
and the 1990s10.

According to Kong (2000), at that time four aspects were identified: 1. 
Increasing investment in the infrastructures needed for cultural production; 
2. The launch of iconic advances in the art world and major events in city 
centres; 3. A resurgence of urban public spaces, and 4. The growth of public 
and private participation. All these measures promoted competition between 
cities since state decentralisation and deregulation policies fostered a growth 
of local and regional competencies and the inclusion of other non-governmen-
tal actors in decision-making processes11.

It was only in the early 1990s that the importance of culture for urban 
regeneration, economic development and social inclusion was understood12. 
Several studies on cultural regeneration indicate how this progressive aware-
ness went hand in hand with the “instrumentalization of culture”13. In other 
words, culture was consciously and deliberately manipulated to achieve direct 
economic benefits through strategies linked to the construction of an attractive 
urban image (branding)14. This approach involved strengthening ties between 
cultural and economic policies, something that was achieved through the im-
plementation of strategies for the construction of international urban brands, 
the so-called place branding15, which, in turn, resulted in a total repositioning 
of the city and the creation of new spaces16. Among the first actions on a Eu-
ropean scale, the European Cultural Capitals initiative must be mentioned, 
which produced actions aimed at the economic development and regeneration 
of urban centres through creative industries and the tourism sector17. Accord-
ing to Tibbot (2002), the success of a cultural project lied precisely in its ability 
to promote a regeneration of the destination brand, based on the promotion 
of the different elements that composed it and creating a sense of place. It was 
about putting in place a powerful system of identification and attachment that 

9 Kong 2000.
10 Sánchez Belando et al. 2012.
11 Brenner 2004; Jessop 2004.
12 García 2004a.
13 Belfiore 2002; Gray 2007; Kearns, Philo 1993; Keating 1988; Sánchez Belando et al. 

2012; Zukin 1995.
14 Philo, Kearns 1993.
15 Linheira et al. 2018; Pike 2011; Rius Ulldemolins, Zamorano 2014.
16 Evans 2003.
17 Balsas 2004; García 2004b; Mooney 2004.
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served as an amplifier for successive cultural policies. However, Evans (2003) 
warned about the risks of these type of projects, which could create division 
between the other existing cultural identities, since it is a process of appropri-
ation launched by the public administration and can therefore give rise to a 
territorial discourse not necessarily identified in the community.

The cultural policies that derived from these new urban neoliberal relations 
manifested in large and impressive infrastructures (that is, emblematic archi-
tectural projects) or in large events; in both cases, urban spaces considered 
gloplaces were produced18. In this work we will pay attention to the tangi-
ble dimension of cultural policies: megaprojects that, according to Bianchini 
(1999), must be capable of synthesising and representing the connections be-
tween the natural, social, cultural and economic environments and daily work 
and leisure routines, the local rituals, environments and atmospheres, as well 
as the feeling of belonging of the people. The success of these unique buildings 
would depend on whether, since their origins, they have sought to become new 
urban icons, while redefining the social fabric of the space. Indeed, tangible 
and intangible go hand in hand if the intention is to achieve a change of im-
age that initiates a new form of competitive planning. And it is precisely the 
competitive dimension that invites us to reconsider cultural policy in strategic 
terms, to comply with the entrepreneurial turn19 of cities and that sees entre-
preneurial urbanism as its main ally.

In recent decades, European cities have witnessed the proliferation of these 
types of cultural projects20, also defined as flagship projects21, that is, emblem-
atic and cultural architectural projects, financed mainly by the public sector, 
and which are designed by accredited and renowned architects through which 
the intention is to catalyse a process of economic regeneration, urban devel-
opment and socio-cultural cohesion. With regards to Spain, one of the main 
objectives of these projects has been to turn them into new territorial tourist 
attractions, capable of transforming the image of the city22, while posing a 
great challenge for planning, by having to include these large facilities in urban 
plans and facing a budget reduction for other institutions and cultural activ-
ities. It is worth mentioning the cases of Meier’s modernist MACBA (Con-
temporary Art Museum of Barcelona)23, Gehry ś Guggenheim Museum of 
Bilbao24, or Calatrava ś Valencia’s City of Arts and Sciences25, among others, 

18 Hernàndez I Martí et al. 2014; Linheira et al. 2018.
19 Harvey 1989.
20 Evans 2003.
21 de Frantz 2005; Vila Vázquez 2016.
22 Moix 2010; Rius-Ulldemolins, Rubio Arostegui 2016.
23 Smith 2005.
24 Keating, de Frantz 2004; Plaza 2000.
25 Hernàndez I Martí et al. 2014.
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all of which have been widely studied as their “entrepreneurial and cultural 
turn” has meant new policies, but also new social discourses of international 
repercussion.

In general, the cultural infrastructures generated because of these new ur-
ban planning paradigms have served to highlight (and perhaps “re-create”) the 
cultural prominence of the city, while promoting a renewal of urban tourism; 
in fact, it must be considered that, in this neoliberal and competitive society, 
the effects of urban regeneration plans extend far beyond urban limits, affect-
ing national and even global discourses26. Consequently, on several occasions 
iconic monuments have assumed a symbolic value affirming or “reimagining” 
places27. Therefore, to project an image that breaks with tradition and with 
the historical past of the city, and closer to a progressive development28, these 
megaprojects of urban regeneration are characterised by impressive and ul-
tra-modern architectural elements, with highly debated visions, complicit in 
the creation of the city’s new tourism and identity icons29.

At present, culture has come to play a central role in the design of European 
policies, as a series of central themes have been established to promote Euro-
pean cultural cooperation, including the protection of cultural heritage, the 
socio-economic value of culture, the promotion of gender equality and diver-
sity, and measuring the positive effect of culture. Although these policies refer 
to different scales, the urban scale is still the privileged one as it is the mirror 
of broader dynamics. There is no doubt that European cultural cooperation 
begins on a closer scale, in which, as it appears in the new European Cultural 
Agenda30, it is necessary to promote the economic dimension supporting crea-
tivity based on culture in the fields of education and innovation, as well as for 
jobs and growth. Artistic thinking is valued, promoting favourable ecosystems 
for cultural and creative industries, supporting access to finance, the capacity 
for innovation, the fair remuneration for authors and creators and the inter-
sectoral cooperation, while fostering the necessary skills in the cultural and 
creative sectors, including digital, business, traditional and specialised skills.

However, the trajectories of these actions have been and will be different, 
depending on their functions and the responses of the community; there are 
successful cases and less visible ones, which have readjusted their initial pro-
ject, physically and functionally reorganising the space, as in the case study 
presented below.

26 de Frantz 2005.
27 Dempsey 2012; Rius-Ulldemolins 2014; Rubio, Rius 2012.
28 Bianchini 1999.
29 Linheira et al. 2018; Prytherch 2006; Rius-Ulldemolins, Rubio Arostegui 2016.
30 European Union 2018.
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3. An Historical Review of the City of Culture 

In 1999, the first public references to the project of the CoC appeared, with 
the launch (by the regional government) of an international ideas contest, to 
which twelve proposals from renowned architects were submitted, and was 
subsequently won by the American architect Peter Eisenman. In July of the 
same year, the regional government approved the Sectoral Plan for the Galicia 
City of Culture31, and in December, the Foundation for the Galicia City of 
Culture was established. From that moment on, the Foundation has managed 
both the construction works and the activities carried out in the buildings 
once completed, and almost exclusively with the financial support of the re-
gional government, as part of the General Budget of the Autonomous Region 
of Galicia32. In February 2001, the first stone of the complex was laid. In order 
to contribute to diversify the sources of financing of the CoC, and therefore 
to guarantee its economic sustainability, in 2008 the private Fundación Gaiás 
Cidade da Cultura was created, made up of fifteen private companies and 
institutions, which would be endowed with a founding capital of 23 million 
euros, 49% of which would be contributed by the Fundación Pública Cidade 
da Cultura de Galicia, and which would be used to cover the cultural activity 
of the venue33. The two foundations, public and private, merged in 201534. Ten 
years later, in January 2011, the first two buildings were opened to the public. 
After years of modifications, interruptions and delays, in 2020 the urbanisa-
tion and humanisation works on the outdoor area, which had begun in 2010, 
were concluded, made up of a surface of 14 hectares35.

The complex, which was initially projected to have six buildings (a Library, 
Newspaper Library, Music Theatre, Museum, Central Services building and 
New Technologies building, with an initial budget of 108 million euros36) un-
derwent several changes since its inception, both in the names of the buildings 
and in their functionality, including a profound redefinition of their uses in 
2005, when the Newspaper Library, the Library and the Museum were al-
ready under construction (fig. 1). This strong redefinition of the project, pre-
sented in 2006, derived from the arrival to the Galician government of a left-
wing coalition which was very critical of the initial plan, and was supported 
by a consultation with the main Galician agents and cultural institutions37. In 

31 Xunta de Galicia 1999.
32 Fundación Cidade da Cultura 2016.
33 Cidade da Cultura 2012; Reinero 2020.
34 Reinero 2020.
35 Xunta de Galicia 2020.
36 Bermúdez 2018.
37 Linheira et al. 2018.



38 LUCREZIA LOPEZ, MARÍA DE LOS ÁNGELES PIÑEIRO ANTELO, MIGUEL PAZOS OTÓN

the Strategic Plan for the City of Culture 2012-201838, these various transfor-
mations of the project were justified because of the economic situation adap-
tation processes, the prevailing cultural policies, and the evolution of the role 
of cultural containers.The project, promoted by Manuel Fraga, President of 
the regional government between 1990 and 2005, was included in the Gali-
cian strategic planning documents, as it happened in the 2010-2014 Galicia 
Strategic Plan Horizon 202039, among whose strategic actions was the launch 
of the CoC, and was conceived as a “link between Europe and America”40, 
which would be reinforced by the Lavacolla airport in Santiago; with the aim 
of spreading the Galicia brand internationally41. In the 2015-2020 Galicia 
Strategic Plan42 promoting an innovation strategy of the Galician cultural and 
creative system from the CoC, was identified as a strategic challenge. And in 
the 2021-2030 Galicia Strategic Plan43, recently presented, the continuation 
of the CoC project endorsing entrepreneurship, technology and the program-
ming of Galician culture has been identified as a priority challenge. Since its 
inception, this project has been surrounded by multiple controversies, mainly 
related to the opacity of its motivations, size, budget and content, which in-
creased throughout the construction phase44. These controversies, widely dis-
seminated through the regional press, as well as nationally and internationally, 
and fuelled by the exponential increase in the initial budget, led to the crea-
tion of a negative image of the complex, associated with the waste of public 
funds45, and which contributed to the interruption of the works in 2005, with 
the change of political parties in the Galician government. The Popular Party 
returned to the Galician government in 2009, but the construction works were 
again paralysed at the end of March 2013, and two of the projected buildings, 
the “Opera House” and an “International Arts Centre”, were never built. In 
2011, The Guardian’s Giles Tremlett reported on the opening of the CoC in 
these terms: “Spain’s latest architectural extravagance was finally opened to 
the public today amid complaints that the massive new City of Culture in 
Santiago de Compostela is a huge and expensive white elephant (…) Others 
see the complex of six buildings in Galicia as a monument to the vanity of 
the region’s former rightwing premier, Manuel Fraga, and an anachronism 
at a time of austerity”46 (fig. 2). At present, the Complex is comprised of four 

38 Cidade da Cultura 2012
39 Xunta de Galicia 2010.
40 Ivi, p. 54.
41 Ivi, p. 40.
42 Xunta de Galicia 2016.
43 Xunta de Galicia 2020.
44 Linheira et al. 2018; Vila Vázquez 2016.
45 Bermúdez 2018; Dempsey 2012; López Silvestre, Álvarez Cebrián 2007.
46 Rasch 2014, p. 164.
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completed buildings, namely the Centre for Creative Entrepreneurship (CEE), 
the Library and Archive, the Museum and the Centre for Cultural Innovation 
(CCI) (fig. 3). The last building to be completed is the Fontán Building, inau-
gurated in 2021, and which replaces the originally planned Opera Theatre. 
The Fontán Building is a multifunctional building conceived to contribute to 
the integration of the 3 Galician public universities (Santiago, A Coruña and 
Vigo), hosting the headquarters of several unique research centres, including 
the Research Centre on Cultural Heritage (CISPAC: Centro de Investigación 
Singular de los Paisajes Culturales) and the Institute of Heritage Sciences (IN-
CIPIT: Instituto de Ciencias del Patrimonio), dependent on Spanish National 
Research Council (CSIC: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas)47. 
The CoC, which since its opening has received more than 6 million visitors48, 
stands out for its location on Mount Gaiás, 4 km away from the historic centre 
of the city of Santiago de Compostela, a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 
1985 (fig. 4). This eccentric location, and the barriers to permeability between 
spaces imposed by the road and rail network have demanded the creation of 
integration strategies between the complex and the city of Santiago49. In 2008, 
a linking project through a cable car was proposed but was never initiated 
as it was negatively reported by the Spanish Committee of the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), due to its great visual impact. 
This report warned of the dangers of excessive tourism specialisation for the 
authenticity of the city50. In this way, other more sustainable initiatives have 
emerged, among which the Galicia Forest stands out, made up of native spe-
cies arranged through trails with gentle slopes between Mount Gaiás and the 
Sar neighbourhood, or the Lake Park, located on the slope of Mount Gaiás 
near Mount Viso (fig. 5). Also, since February 2019 there has been direct ac-
cess to the complex from the A-9 highway, the North-South backbone of the 
Galician Region, which also offers a fast connection with the city’s interna-
tional airport. 

47 Xunta de Galicia 2021.
48 Ibidem.
49 Concello de Santiago 2016.
50 ICOMOS 2008.
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 2018 2019 2020

Visitors 830,212 1,152,380 555,609

Access to the web n.d. n.d. 228,147

Visitors to the Museum in person
Participants in guided tours
Participants in educational tours by videoconference 

72,969

20,760

129,004

22,145

60,779
12,466
3,748

Visitors to cultural activities 171,653 191,308 75,804 in person
30,582 online

Cultural activities 156 n.d. 102

Exhibitions and recreational and educational activities 35 24

Tab 1. Indicators related to the City of Culture (Source: Annual Reports. Authors’ own 
work).

Table 1 shows the evolution of a set of selected indicators that have been 
introduced to prove the increase in the number of visitors in one year (2018-
2019), but also the capacity of adaption shown as a consequence of the pan-
demic that, while cancelling or reducing in person activities, engendered a 
tradition of online ones. 

4. Methodology 

At a methodological level, two different qualitative techniques have been 
combined, that is, content analysis and in-depth interviews. Regarding the 
first technique, the primary sources have been analysed. More specifically, 
strategic and planning documents, reports and activity audits, projects and 
investments, related to the CoC and prepared by the relevant institutions. The 
objective of the review of these primary sources, produced mostly at a regional 
and local-urban scale, has been to identify and assess the changes related to the 
conception and evolution of this project. In fact, these primary sources have 
been approached from a qualitative interpretive methodology, according to 
which a categorisation system of the elements or dimensions of the investigat-
ed variables has been established51. The information presented responds to the 
objectives of the research, and for this reason a reading filter has been adopted 
prioritising the aspects that help to understand the multifaceted change that 
the CoC has undergone. It is necessary to clarify that it has not been possible 
to analyse data before 2018 because the activity reports of the CoC (starting in 

51 Creswell 1998; Denzin, Lincoln 1994; Vasilachis 2006.
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2016) only publish visitor data from 2018, and also because, in addition, they 
present different methodologies that limit their comparison.

Said contributions have been completed by conducting and analysing in-
terviews undertaken to verify political efforts, highlighting the desired future 
project that the community has and the new urban settings. The interviews 
conducted have sought to know the opinion of a series of actors selected for 
their connection with the CoC project, as well as for being key actors in the 
institutional, associative and political life of Santiago de Compostela. The ob-
jective of eleven in-depth interviews has been to know the opinion of the in-
terviewees about a possible change in the perception of the utility and role of 
the CoC in relation to the city of Santiago de Compostela. In those cases in 
which this change was perceived, the interviewees were asked to specify what 
elements have motivated the change, and its direction. As can be seen in Table 
2, the eight in-depth interviews adopted the semi-structured format and were 
conducted between September 15 and December 2, 2021 (tab. 2). The inter-
viewees have been selected insofar as they work in sectors of interest for the 
cultural management and policy-making of Santiago Compostela, or they are 
academics and specialists on topics such as urban management and planning, 
tourism management, use of space, and, equally relevant, they have witnessed 
the evolution of the CoC.

Interviewee Profile Date

Mercedes Vázquez 
Bertomeu (MVB)

Member of San Pedro Neighbourhood Association “A 
Xuntanza”. It is a historic neighborhood outside of the 
former walled city and entrance of 3 pilgrimage routes to 
Santiago.

20.10.2021

Iago Lestegás (IA) Resident of Santiago de Compostela, architect and doctor in 
Geography and Spatial Planning.  He has published several 
papers on tourist housing and touristification in Santiago de 
Compostela.

20.10.2021

Xerardo Pereiro 
Pérez (XPP)

Lecturer of Social Anthropology at the University of Trás-
os-Montes e Alto Douro (north of Portugal). Although 
he works in Portugal, he is one of the few Galician social 
anthropologists specialized in tourism and works regularly 
in interdisciplinary networks with academics from 
University of Santiago de Compostela.

24.10.2021

David Reinero (DR) Journalist for the online news website praza.gal. DR is an 
investigative journalist specialised in surveillance of power, 
who has extensively analysed the cultural policies and public 
facilities developed by the regional government (Xunta de 
Galicia). As the capital of Galicia, Santiago is one of the 
main places of analysis and study of DR pieces.

23.10.2021

Xosé Allegue (XA) Chief Architect of the Santiago de Compostela Consortium, 
that is an institution in charge of planning and rehabilitation 
of the historic centre of Santiago de Compostela.

26.10.2021
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Marta Lois 
González (MLG)

Lecturer of Political Science at the University of Santiago, 
currently a member of the city’s local government. MLG has 
been responsible for the management of the area of tourism 
between 2015-2019.

29.10.2021

Pablo Sánchez 
Quinteiro (PSQ)

Music critic in various specialized magazines (Bachtrack, 
Codalario, mundoclasico.com). PSQ covers information on 
the main classical music concerts in Galicia, especially in A 
Coruña and Santiago de Compostela.

30.10.2021

Marcos Lorenzo 
Gallego (MLG)

Culture officer in Ferrol Council, MLG has been project 
coordinator in the Galicia City of Culture. He was also an 
independent technician and published several reports about 
the start of cultural sector in Santiago de Compostela.

2.11.2021

Miguel Anxo 
Rodríguez 
González (MARG)

Lecturer of Contemporary Art History at the University of 
Santiago de Compostela. He researches on art market and 
cultural economy.

19.11.2021

Jorge Linheira (JL) Cultural Technical Infrastructures responsible in Pontevedra 
Municipality. He was as independent technician, and he 
wrote several essays and books about the state of the culture 
in Galicia and Santiago de Compostela.

24.11.2021

Ana Isabel Vázquez 
Reboredo
(AIVR)

Manager of the Fundación Cidade da Cultura. She is 
responsible for designing, programming and managing the 
CoC complex. She is the first manager after the completion 
of the construction of the whole of the buildings.

2.12.2021

Tab. 2. Interviews conducted and qualified opinions within the framework of this research 
(Source: authors’ own work).

5. Results: The Urban Imagery Associated with the City of Culture 

This section presents the results of the investigation pointing out the repo-
sitioning of the imagery of the CoC. The first section contains the results of 
the analysis of the strategic documents of the CoC, in which an evolution of its 
definition and objectives has been reflected upon. This is followed by a section 
in which the results of the interviews are discussed.

5.1. Evolution of the Definition and Objectives of the City of Culture

The CoC was conceived with the objective of becoming a hub of cultural 
expression, capable of reaching the entire European population and with a 
global impact52. This project is not an isolated example in Spain, but responds 

52 Palmeira de Lucena 2012.
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to the model of use, by cultural policies in recent decades, of large cultural in-
frastructures as tools for urban development and as a symbol of globalisation 
of the city’s brand53. The different strategic documents drawn up from the 
beginning of the project give an account of the image and the aspirations that 
were intended for the CoC. This is seen both in the CoC’s own strategic plans, 
and in the different strategic documents of the city of Santiago, and also on a 
regional scale, given the magnitude and scope of the project. 

The Table 3 presented below is the result of the content analysis of the 
documentation that, for easier reading, is categorised into three information 
elements: strategic document, image of the CoC and objectives of the CoC. 
This historical-programmatic reconstruction shows a progressive, and inten-
tional, evolution of the image of the CoC over the decades. Table 3 analyses 
the strategic documents prepared at three scales: first, the documents related 
to the CoC; secondly, the strategic plans of the city of Santiago de Compostela, 
and the conceptualisation of the CoC in the urban context; and, finally, the 
plans drawn up on a regional scale, where the expected role of the CoC in the 
Galician sphere has been reviewed.

Strategic Document Image of the CoC CoC objectives

2006 City of Culture Usage 
Plan

Visual icon of Galicia in the 21st 
century

Galician cultural activity driver

2012-2018 City of Culture 
Strategic Plan

 - Strategic project for Galicia: 
social, economic and cultural 
development.

 - Cultural industry engine: 
creation, production, 
distribution and 
commercialisation.

 - Positioning the CoC 
internationally

 - Engine of change towards 
a new production model in 
Galicia based on culture, 
creativity, innovation and 
external connections.

Galicia City of Culture 2nd 
Strategic Plan (2021-2027)

CoC as a manufacturer of 
cultural content for all of 
Galicia

 - Promote the cultural sector, 
internationalisation

 - Integration of the Galician 
public university system

Strategic Marketing Plan 
for Tourism: Santiago de 
Compostela, 2004

CoC as a future project that 
presents good opportunities for 
the city
CoC as a new high-capacity and 
high-quality facility

Good integration between the 
CoC project and Santiago’s old 
city

2007 Santiago de 
Compostela Strategic Plan

CoC as the central element of a 
city of knowledge

Exploit the CoC to achieve 
greater international visibility

53 Linheira et al. 2018.



44 LUCREZIA LOPEZ, MARÍA DE LOS ÁNGELES PIÑEIRO ANTELO, MIGUEL PAZOS OTÓN

2009-2015 Santiago de 
Compostela Tourism 
Strategic Plan

- Integration of the CoC with 
Santiago’s old city

2014-2020 Santiago EDUSI 
(Sustainable and Integrated 
Urban Development) 
Strategy

City of Culture as an 
intercultural node of Galicia
 

Integration of the City of 
Culture in the urban fabric

2017-2022 Santiago de 
Compostela Tourism 
Strategic Plan

Identification of the CoC as a 
main tourist attraction for the 
City, and as a resource driver

Introducing new ways of 
connecting the City of Culture, 
even recovering the cable car 
project
CoC as a complement to the 
MICE cultural and tourism offer

2010-2014 Galicia Strategic 
Plan Horizon 2020

Link between Europe and 
America

Extend the Galicia brand 
internationally

2015-2020 Galicia Strategic 
Plan 

Driving force for innovation 
in the Galician cultural and 
creative sectors

Develop an interdisciplinary 
program of contemporary 
cultural action

2020-2030 Galicia Strategic 
Plan

Supporter of Galician culture 
entrepreneurship, technology, 
and programming
 

 - Integration in the cultural life 
of Galicia, adapting its spaces 
to cultural production and not 
the other way around.

 - Host to various entities and 
coordinating bodies.

Tab. 3. Vision and objectives of the City of Culture in the different strategic documents at 
local and regional level. (Source: Cited strategic documents. Authors’ own work).

In the first place, in relation to the strategic documents of the project, we 
can say that both in its initial conception, defined in the architecture contest 
call, and in Peter Eisenman’s winning proposal, a grandiose, singular complex 
was sought to showcase Galician culture to the world, with the aim of com-
bining tradition and modernity through cultural innovation54. Even after the 
change of government that had originally conceived the project, in the uses 
presented in 2006 Redefinition Plan, the objective of achieving international 
relevance was still maintained with the aim of placing the CoC among the 
largest cultural infrastructures in the world55.

The 2012-2018 City of Culture Strategic Plan56 acknowledged the contin-
uous controversies that surrounded the complex, and therefore the need to 
evaluate both the perception of society and the degree of knowledge of the 
CoC inside and outside Galicia. And in what can be interpreted as an attempt 
to move away from the controversies generated by the CoC in its initial phas-

54 Linheira et al. 2018; Prytherch 2006; Rius-Ulldemolins, Rubio Arostegui 2016.
55 Estévez 2006. 
56 Cidade da Cultura 2012.
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es, it introduced a change in the name of the project with the incorporation 
of the Gaiás toponym, which refers to the location of the complex, and so, in 
the plan, the CoC is renamed Gaiás – Galician City of Culture. In this plan, 
the need to place the CoC on the international scene, and to make it an engine 
of change towards a new productive model in the region based on the devel-
opment of cultural industries, still persists. In the new strategic plan for the 
period 2021-2027, recently presented, the use of the toponym is consolidated 
naming it the Second Strategic Plan of the Gaiás57. For the preparation of 
this second plan, consultations have been carried out aimed at integrating the 
opinion of Galician, Spanish and European cultural and creative industry ex-
perts, and the vision of citizens through online surveys. In the documentation 
related to the preparation of the Plan, internationalisation and the promotion 
of the cultural sector are still challenges to consider, while making the CoC 
a manufacturer of cultural contents for all of Galicia58. The second plan also 
works on the objective of integrating university research in Social Sciences, 
represented by the Fontán Building, inaugurated in 202159.

Additionally, in relation to the strategic documents of the city of Santiago 
de Compostela, a World Heritage Site, the CoC has been considered a project 
capable of generating positive synergies within the city since the 2004 Tourism 
Marketing Strategic Plan60. From its inception, the local government has sup-
ported the project and has defended its universalist scope61. Therefore, strategic 
planning efforts have been directed especially towards integrating the complex 
in the city. In this sense, the 2007 Santiago de Compostela Strategic Plan (Plan 
Estratégico de Santiago de Compostela)62 advocated the promotion of its inter-
national visibility, considering the CoC a central element of a knowledge city. 
This objective was also one of the highlights in the 2009-2015 Plan. In the cur-
rent 2017-2022 Santiago de Compostela Tourism Strategic Plan63, the CoC is 
considered a tourist attraction that acts as a driving force of the city, with the ca-
pacity to draw sustainable tourist flows, and one of the thirteen identified main 
tourist attractions, although when carrying out an evaluation of the objectives 
achieved in the previous 2009-2015 plan, it highlighted the insufficient results 
achieved in relation to the integration of the CoC and the old city centre.

Finally, in the three regional strategic plans drawn up since 2010, the CoC 
has been considered a driving force for the Galician cultural and creative in-
dustries, fostering cultural entrepreneurship in the region, and linking and 

57 Fundación Cidade da Cultura 2021a.
58 Fundación Cidade da Cultura 2021b.
59 Fundación Cidade da Cultura 2021a.
60 Turismo de Santiago de Compostela 2004.
61 La Voz de Galicia 2006. 
62 Concello de Santiago 2008.
63 Turismo de Santiago de Compostela 2016.
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disseminating Galician culture not only in Europe but also in America. The 
objectives have moved towards greater specification and, as the project has 
been progressing, and buildings completed and inaugurated, the objective has 
moved from “internationally disseminating the Galicia brand” in the 2010-
2014 Plan64, to “developing an interdisciplinary program of contemporary 
cultural action” in the 2015-2020 Plan65, to achieving greater integration in 
the cultural life of Galicia and adapting host various entities and coordinating 
bodies.

We have seen the image and the objectives that the CoC project has been 
generating in these documents on a different scale. Even so, some of the project 
documents, including the most recent ones, suggest a lack of interest in prior-
itising citizens. As an example, in the process of citizen participation carried 
out for the elaboration of the 2014-2020 DUSI (Sustainable and Integrated 
Urban Development) Strategy of Santiago66, available in an online question-
naire for the entire population, it was concluded that the citizens of Santiago 
did not find the CoC objectives interesting enough. This lack of interest may 
be related to the fact that the works were still being carried out in 2016, the 
date of preparation for this strategy, but also to the need for greater integration 
of the CoC and the old city centre, which has been included as a priority in 
all documents (tab. 3). Even so, the participatory process carried out in July 
2019 for the 2021-2030 Strategic Plan of Galicia67, also confirmed the lack of 
interest in dealing with the subject of the CoC by the people participating in 
the Culture working group68. This situation seems to reflect that there are still 
concerns about the cultural investments made in the CoC and their impact on 
the rest of the investments in Santiago and in Galicia, and that efforts need to 
be redoubled for citizens to integrate the project into the urban imagery.

5.2. Repositioning of the City of Culture

The controversy generated by the CoC project has sometimes been present-
ed as a result of divergent perceptions of the role of Galicia in the international 
cultural scene69. Together with this issue, and over two decades, a negative 
image of the project grew, induced by multiple modifications in the initial 
plan, delays, budgetary imbalances, interruptions, and political controversies, 

64 Xunta de Galicia 2010.
65 Xunta de Galicia 2016.
66 Concello de Santiago 2016.
67 Xunta de Galicia 2020.
68 Xunta de Galicia 2021.
69 Dempsey 2012; Fique 2012.



47THE CITY OF CULTURE: A CHRONICLE OF CHANGE FORETOLD

which – widely disseminated by the national and international press – condi-
tioned the image of the complex and the perception by citizens70.

As mentioned in the methodology, in order to investigate the nature, scope 
and details of the supposed change in perception about the CoC, a number 
of relevant people in different fields (academic, political, artistic, etc.) were 
interviewed. An attempt was made to achieve a plural vision sufficiently il-
lustrative and explanatory about the changes in the perception of the CoC in 
recent times. 

The first questions related to the existence of a change in image in the CoC 
in recent years, and to the meaning of that change. Most of the interviewees 
agreed that this change in image has occurred, and positive elements have 
been identified in this change, although opinions differ on their orientation 
and intensity. For AIVR: “the change has occurred”; she places great emphasis 
on the initial difficulties with which the project started: “the first years were 
turbulent, with many controversies, of always being a little in the centre of 
different controversies on different issues, and also with an important political 
focus”. The polarization that the debate on the CoC still awakens can be seen 
in the fact that there are interviewees who do not consider that the change has 
taken place. This is the case of IL, who stated that “there is still a negative 
view of the CoC, which is still seen as something unnecessary, with attempts 
to fill it with content at all costs”, and XA, for whom “the public opinion 
on the CoC has not improved much, and anyone with judgment can see the 
contradictions”. In relation to this, the culture technician JL indicates that the 
situation right now is more positive, since: “there are more and more people 
from the cultural sector who freely express their opinion against this cultural 
infrastructure”.

Regarding the meaning of the image change, most of the interviewees 
agreed that there were positive elements to this change, although in some cases 
negative elements were identified, too. Firstly, we point out the words of MVB 
who affirmed that “the CoC acts as a cultural focus”, but at the same time 
said that “the activities are not perceived as contributing anything new to the 
cultural life of the city”. 

As JL affirmed that: “all this explains that in recent years there have been 
people and political parties that have asked that the Xunta [the government 
of Galicia] stop allocating more economic resources to the CoC”. DR is more 
positive, indicating that “as more activities are carried out, there are more 
people who are attracted by the offer. The previous stage, in which a negative 
image was projected, has been passed”. 

For AIVR, the current situation is clearly positive, and there is a break 
with the previous one “once the driest phase, which is the construction phase, 

70 Cidade da Cultura de Galicia 2012.
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finished, people have perceived that the complex is finished, and that more 
focus is being placed on the cultural part. The site is perceived as finished and 
integrated and with a friendlier aspect by including the natural and landscape 
part, and especially after the pandemic, when we all turned to nature and free 
space”. An idea gains strength in the manager’s speech once the material devel-
opment phase of the continent is over, it is time to bet on immaterial aspects, 
that is, on content and cultural programming: “I think that all that perception 
of the end of the work allows us to see a cultural part that was in operation 
but was somewhat overshadowed by the entire urban part. Now the contents 
can be viewed more and more”.

For XP, both the general public and people in the culture sector have cho-
sen the “pragmatic” approach. As he indicated: “it has gone from a total op-
position to the CoC to a pragmatic adaptation: we have this and we have to 
take advantage of it, make the most it. The CoC was made with public mon-
ey, and something has to be done, because other alternative solutions could 
be worse”. MARG, from an optimistic position, said that “at least you can 
see that the work is finished. People appreciate that the excessive spending 
has been stopped”. However, it is important to highlight the feeling that it 
is necessary to take advantage of the opportunities that the CoC offers. For 
the music critic PSQ “with its greatness -especially architectural- and with its 
limitations, the CoC is already seen as a great opportunity for the present and 
future. From the world of music, the CoC would be the perfect environment to 
develop a stable program of chamber music -something non-existent in Gali-
cia- with renown soloists and groups”. In the music field, the CoC should risk 
more and offer more specialised and coherent cultural programming, since the 
opposite already exists: “the CoC could fill other shortcomings that Galicia 
has, such as the lack of groups specialised in baroque or contemporary music, 
which would find an iconic setting in the CoC, like Casa da Musica in Porto”.

However, some of the interviewees indicated that the change has not been 
positive. They stated that the change has been negative due to the lack of in-
novative and coherent programming. For ML, “there is an anxiety of space, 
you have to do things, but without a great strategic orientation in cultural 
terms. There is no clear cultural strategic vision. It is more evident in the field 
of creative entrepreneurship, but not in the field of cultural programming”. 
Particularly interesting was the local drift of the CoC’s programming that 
MLG highlighted. A programme, in his opinion, directed to a greater extent 
at the inhabitants of Santiago de Compostela. However, despite this more lo-
cal orientation, MLG assures that citizens still perceive the CoC as something 
external, not connected, that does not constitute a reference in Santiago de 
Compostela.

Regarding the third question, which tried to delve into the factors that led 
to the change, the end of the works was the most immediate. Journalist DR af-
firmed that “before they talked about works, projects and advertisement. But 
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now they carry out activities and communicate”. A similar opinion was held 
by MARG, who highlighted the “social relief” produced by the completion of 
the works. Also, PSQ pointed out that “in recent years, after the construction 
phase and recurrent political and media debate, the CoC has become a con-
solidated part of our cultural infrastructures”. This approach was supported 
by MLG, culture officer, who affirmed that the image of the CoC has changed 
because “there has been an architectural change with respect to the initial 
project, with the withdrawal of the two buildings that were in the middle, and 
the decision to build the Fontán Building”.

Another identified change agent has been the use of the CoC as a mass 
vaccination centre in the Covid-19 pandemic, increasing its visibility. This is 
the opinion of MLG who pointed out that the image of the CoC has changed 
in the last year “because it has been a mass vaccination centre”. An interesting 
nuance was provided by XP, who noted that “people developed a new opin-
ion of the CoC after going through there for the Covid-19 vaccination. There 
was a certain distance between the CoC and Santiago and Galicia in general, 
and this has improved”. The anthropologist pointed out the fact that a good 
part of the younger population has been able to get to know the CoC visiting 
it at least twice to get vaccinated. He also mentioned that in recent times the 
positive connotations of the space increased due to its greater use in the pop-
ulation’s day-to-day life: the library is increasingly used by young people to 
study; families with children stroll through the lake park; recreational areas 
and playgrounds around the parks are used. It seems that there is more activity 
than before and that at last the space “is alive”.

The CoC manager herself values   very positively the role of the vaccination 
centre that Gaiás played in the pandemic: “at a time a health crisis like the one 
we were in and having facilities like the ones we have he did a very positive 
job”. For AIVR, the vaccination was totally compatible with normal activity 
and entailed direct contact of new audiences with the complex: “we did not 
lose cultural activity, but we gained an audience that we did not have before. 
There were many people who came here for the first time to get vaccinated; 
they were happy to be vaccinated, so after that, they went up to the Museum 
to see the exhibitions, took brochures, etc.”.

From the analysis of the interviews, it can be deduced that another of the 
factors that has promoted change has been the importance of identifying the 
Galician government, and specifically, the Department of Culture, with the 
CoC project. According to DR, the regional government: “makes a patrimoni-
al appropriation of every activity carried out at the CoC”. MLG and MARG 
indicated something similar, highlighting the recent use that the regional gov-
ernment has been making of Gaiás as a venue for multiple acts and events. 
However, perhaps the central point of this analysis of what elements have 
contributed to changing the image of the CoC is precisely the programming of 
activities that take place there. It is here where we find a greater divergence of 
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criteria, although everyone noted that many more activities have recently been 
carried out, and that they have diversified. For PSQ: “from the outside, a new 
pragmatism is palpable on the part of those responsible for the CoC, who are 
open to all kinds of proposals. I think that with a much larger budget, in line 
with the investment that the CoC entailed, and with qualified managers, with 
a good international background, an attractive, stable and multidisciplinary 
program could be developed that would be a benchmark at a national and 
international level”. This positive reading of the CoC, although critical, opens 
up new possibilities to imagine a program closer to the original idea that in-
spired the project: an international centre of cultural excellence. The effort of 
programmers in diversifying the activities carried out has been recognised, but 
a greater economic contribution by the regional government has been demand-
ed, which would allow the creation of stable human resources structures, ca-
pable of guiding and leading a stable and solid project.

Although the increase in the number of events scheduled has been acknowl-
edged, one of the most widespread criticisms has been the lack of cohesion 
of the programming and its local nature. For MLG: “the CoC has rather be-
come a space for the promotion of creative industries that work around a 
creative purpose, while the cultural project has been losing steam and central-
ity. MARG, for his part, stated that “there is the perception that the CoC is 
consuming too many resources that could go to other areas, and also there is a 
critical perception among the artistic community of what the programming of 
the CoC is like, as it looks like there is no project behind it. It seems that they 
just want to carry out a lot of activities”.

This supposed approach based on quantity and not so much on quality 
linked with MLG’s idea that “the CoC has been transformed into a leisure 
space, a recreational area for the people of Santiago, one more sociocultural 
centre, but larger than the others”. Something similar was noted by MVB, 
who indicated that “the activities are more typical of a sociocultural centre 
than of a culture centre of reference in Galicia”.

For AIVR, ten years after the inauguration, a new time has begun, and the 
Second Strategic Plan indicates a new roadmap. The new strategy of the CoC 
is to generate its own content and disseminate it to all cities and towns in Gali-
cia as: “now we have reached the moment when we believe that these contents 
can come out of Gaiás”. The key is turning Gaiás into a breeding ground for 
cultural companies, which create content to spread throughout Galicia: “we 
believe that we are at that moment and that we are a kneecap of the cultural 
sector in Galicia, an important part that turns this entire complex that we 
want to disseminate, and that the work is seen throughout Galicia”. 

In relation to this idea, and from what was pointed out by XP, it can be said 
that the CoC has taken on a new meaning as a physical space with a program 
targeting a very specific audience: families with children. In a city like Santi-
ago de Compostela, in which the weather is an adverse factor, and in which 
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there is a strong demand for cultural activities for families, the CoC has been 
able to position itself by offering programming adapted to these needs. AIVR 
assumes that the presence of the youngest is essential, not only in the present 
moment, but in relation to the future. It is conceived as a strategic bet.

This change in direction takes the CoC away from the initial idea of being a 
cultural centre of reference in the national and international context, as point-
ed out by MARG, and has placed it in a much more pragmatic situation, at 
the service of the citizens of Santiago de Compostela and their daily needs. In 
any case, at present the door seems to be opening to a greater diversification of 
the functions of the CoC, which now include tourism, culture, university, that 
of a technopolis and a new and unexpected one: the “City of Children” which 
seems to follow Tonucci’s71 postulates regarding the importance of having free 
public spaces to develop children’s games and that children play in free and 
open urban environments.

5.3. Results 

As far as the management is concerned, the II Strategic Plan of the City of 
Culture is seen as an essential document that will strengthen the identification 
of Gaiás not only with Santiago de Compostela, its insertion territory, but with 
all of Galicia. The commitment to the fusion between technology and culture 
(with the creation of a digital art centre), the emphasis that will be given to the 
formation of an ecosystem for the creation of cultural companies and the desire 
for the CoC to function as a true kneecap of cultural creation in Galicia will 
mark a new turn, once the construction phase of the complex is over. 

From the analysis of the interviews, it can be concluded that there has been 
a change in the perception of the CoC. There is no unanimity in classifying 
this change as positive, but there is an affirmation that a new stage in the de-
velopment of the CoC has begun, and that elements which are well valued by 
society can be identified. The factors that have led to this change are related 
in the first place to the end of the works, with the conclusion of a project that 
had remained unfinished for two decades. Added to this is the strengthening 
of the institutional role of the Galician government in the CoC. In fact, the 
Gaiás has become an icon, which aims to set in motion a powerful system of 
identification and attachment that serves as an amplifier for successive cultural 
policies, responding to the demands of urban marketing72, and therefore the 
regional government has actively incorporated it into its institutional image. 

71 Tonucci 2005.
72 Bianchini 1999; Tibbot 2002.
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Another interesting aspect has been the vaccination campaign during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, which has been carried out in Gaiás, and thanks to which 
many people have visited the CoC, discovering the place first-hand. In this way, 
vaccination has meant a “humanisation” and a social internalisation of the 
CoC. The stories of Gaiás as “the city of health” and a safe space provided by 
the Welfare State against the pandemic have gained strength in recent months. 
The vaccination campaign made it possible to link Gaiás and the concepts of 
efficiency and planning in the same narrative, creating a positive image of the 
CoC and its management in a very clear way, breaking with the stereotypes of 
the early years. Also, the revaluation of uncrowded natural environments and 
open spaces should be highlighted, something that the CoC offers, presenting 
itself as an alternative to the city centre, thanks, among others, to the Galicia 
Forest, the Literary Garden, the Lake Park, the climbing wall or the skate 
park of the Theatre Garden, spaces that the public has rediscovered in recent 
months, not to mention the artistic interventions that enrich them, making 
them more attractive. These changes are linked to the third idea: the creation 
of an increasingly dense and varied program, where special attention is devot-
ed to programming aimed at families with children and young people.

Finally, we must not forget the concepts of greenwashing and research 
washing, exemplified in the case study. In fact, the institutional policy of the 
regional government granted crucial importance to the creation of the Gali-
cia Forest and the construction of a new building dedicated to research, the 
Fontán Building. Indeed, environment and research are basic pillars that gen-
erate consensus today. Especially interesting is the commitment to academic 
research, which gives the CoC a new meaning. It can be affirmed that scien-
tific research is the new religion of the twenty first century and constitutes an 
effective introduction for the visitors who arrives at the CoC and the first thing 
they see is the new Fontán Building, named after Domingo Fontán, a person 
of science and one of the most brilliant Galicians of all time.

Conclusions

The CoC is considered a beneficial asset for Santiago de Compostela, but 
unlike what has happened in other Spanish cities, where large architectural 
projects have been able to transform the image of the city by becoming im-
portant tourist attractions73, the CoC has not constituted an element of urban 
transformation, nor has been a central element in local policies, as opposed to 

73 Moix 2010; Rius-Ulldemolins, Rubio Arostegui 2016.
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what has happened with other similar projects74. In Santiago, the CoC is not 
regarded as an urban regeneration project, as is the case in other European 
cities75, both because of its location in the periphery of the city far from the 
historic centre, and because of the special nature of Santiago de Compostela 
as a World Heritage City. Therefore, based on the interpretations of Tibbot 
(2002) and Evans (2003), we can affirm that the CoC has not undergone a 
process of collective identification with the city of Santiago, due to the strength 
of the other existing and consolidated cultural places of interest, fundamental-
ly linked to the Way of St. James. 

In the case of the CoC, the ability to synthesise and represent connections 
of different nature76 is still under way, therefore it cannot yet be considered 
a new urban icon. The path of appropriation of the CoC by the citizens of 
Santiago de Compostela has been parallel to the change of image, which has 
benefited from the end of the works and the positive effects derived from effi-
cient access, a varied program, or a space for families and young people; and 
that has stopped prioritising its universalist approach.

The diachronic approach that has been adopted in this work to analyse and 
categorise the perception of the CdC by the citizens of Santiago confirms a 
progressive rethinking of the original cultural space of the CoC. As seen in the 
presentation and in the analysis of the interviews carried out, the term change 
can be expressed in many ways, reinforcing the magnitude and complexity of 
an initial project, which has been resizing its aspirations. Thus: “Changing so 
as not to die” has meant reacting to the criticisms of this megaproject from 
different areas, with a pragmatic approach of the space that has implied a 
physical and functional reorganisation of the buildings. From a tangible and 
intangible point of view, efforts have been made to achieve a repositioning in 
the citizens urban imagery, trying to evoke what Bianchini (1999) stated about 
the need to make these megaprojects communicate with the different envi-
ronments (natural, social, cultural and economic, etc.), in order to increase 
Santiago de Compostela and Galician citizenship awareness. Some of the tan-
gible changes indicated on the previous pages refer to the construction of new 
buildings, new spaces (indoor and outdoor) and new road connections. These 
transformations result in intangible changes, some of which are the incorpora-
tion of new functions to the initial project, and the production of new special 
discourses that are contributing to a new urban imagery. 

Despite its multiple negative impacts, the pandemic caused by Covid-19 
has been an opportunity to strengthen and reinforce the usefulness of this 
urban space, given the already existing cultural, recreational, administrative 

74 Miles et al. 2000; Scott 2010.
75 Bianchini, Parkinson 1993; Vila Vázquez 2016.
76 Bianchini 1999.
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and university functions, as has happened in other cultural megaprojects in 
Spain. The “healthcare” functions have been added, since one of its buildings 
(the Eisenman Room) has been a vaccination centre for a considerable part of 
Galicia (differing from its initial use). 

It is evident that the CoC is a polysemic space, with a processual, dynamic 
meaning and in continuous transformation. As indicated in the introduction, 
the objective of this research has been to analyse and reconstruct the evolution 
of the urban imagery associated with the CoC and the possible role of the pan-
demic in this process. We believe that in addition to having fulfilled the initial 
purpose when trying to reconstruct the strategic and political decisions related 
to the CoC, it has paved the way to new research lines that will reveal many 
more narratives that we hope to be able to analyse in future research. 
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Appendix

Fig. 1. Model of the project designed for the City of Culture by Peter Eisenman exhibited 
in the Museum (Source: the authors)
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Fig. 2. Spain’s extravagant City of Culture opens amid criticism (Source: Tremlett 2011)
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Fig. 3. City of Culture Complex today. (Source: PNOA 2020. Authors’ own work)
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Fig. 4. Map of localization of the City of Culture (Source: SDI Municipality of Santiago de 
Compostela. Authors’ own work)
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Fig. 5. View of the historic centre and Cathedral from the Museum (Source: the authors)
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