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Heritage and ways of life
Documentary
The secrets of the Abastos Market in Santiago de Compostela 

In a scenario of ecosocial crisis, it is necessary to rethink our 

relationship with architectural heritage. Protect and value not 

only the buildings, but also the people and ways of life that give 

it significance; the humanity of heritage. This is our mission in 
the documentary about the Santiago de Compostela food mar-

ket.

The Abastos Market is a masterpiece of 20th century European 

architecture by the Spanish architect Joaquín Vaquero Palacios 

(1900-1998). The pressures of globalisation and touristification 

are endangering the values of this endearing market. A symbol 

of food sovereignty which was conceived with a visionary idea: 
to integrate the village and the countryside into the city. An idea 

born from a deep knowledge of the territory and culture of this 

UNESCO World Heritage City.

This documentary aims to be a lesson in architecture, a glowing 

tribute to this local market and a dignification of local food pro-

ducers and vendors. Involving them in a necessary exercise of 

both heritage valorisation and citizen science applied to archi-
tecture.
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The Abastos Market in 
Santiago de Compos-
tela, by architect Joa-
quín Vaquero Palacios 
(1900-1998), is a mas-
terpiece of 20th cen-
tury European archi-
tecture, a “lesson in 
living architecture”* 
that invites us to “en-
gage with reality”*.

*Aldo Rossi

Link to the documentary: 
https://vimeo.com/644126348



David Chipperfield. Laureate of the Pritzker Architecture Prize
Discourse at the Premiere of the Documentary / Salón Teatro of Santiago de Compostela / 03-05-2022 

Abastos, the other Cathedral 

Food Markets have always occupied a unique place in shaping the physical form and the social life of our cities. Despite their 
utilitarian and commercial purpose, market buildings typically tried to create a territory that is public, that belongs to the city and 
in doing so they have shown the capacity to celebrate the commercial, social and domestic rituals of urban quotidian life. They 
bring into the middle of the city the wealth of the country demonstrating that they are not only a place of commercial transac-
tion, but also of cultural exchange between the nature of the countryside and the coast on one side and the artifice of the city 
on the other. As a building typology they have to find a way of embedding themselves in the city in spite of their intrusive physical 
scale and the demanding logistics of their operations. Even though we value and cherish them, in recent years the authentic role 
of such markets has been challenged as we find other ways to buy food and as markets start to evolve into gastronomic tourist 
entertainment.

Santiago is blessed to have a market of exceptional architectural presence and charm. It is difficult not to be completely convin-
ced of the project executed following the designs of the Asturian architect Vaquero Palacios for the municipal market built during 
the years 1938 to 1942. He has left the city with an enduring piece of physical and social infrastructure and an important place 
of orientation both physically and socially. Over its 80-year life it has proved itself as a modest but powerful demonstration of 
architecture in its dynamic resolution of purpose, construction and form.

It is an unusual work of its time rejecting the more radical tendencies of modern architecture that were so dominant in the years 
when the building was constructed. We might say that in the context of the wider architectural culture the project of Palacios 
holds a rather sentimental position based in historical and regional reference and is rather disinterested in the technical and 
intellectual advances and innovation that motivated the ambitions of modern architecture of the 20th century. Palacios was very 
aware of his position declaring many years later, “when designing, I did not intend to make a work for its modernity, or on the con-
trary, for its imitation of one of the traditional styles of Santiago architecture.”

There is no doubt that over time his approach seems to have been justified. The success of the buildings is based on an idea of 
what a market should be, indeed what the market of Santiago should be. Rather than generate innovative new ideas, he created a 
series of buildings that reside in the familiar, the expected, the reassuring. He was motivated by his admiration of the directness 
of the culture, the people and their architecture and clearly intended his project to symbolise the coming together of citizens and 
merchants around the products of nature shown off in the robust and archaic settings of an architecture that seemed timeless 
and inevitable.

“I tried to incorporate in the new work those humble but true elements taken from the village constructions, with which it seemed 
to me that a functional building made with those primitive means and later populated with the people and the products of the 
countryside had to be integrated in an endearing way into the city.”

The promises of architects are not always so reliable nor so clearly based in an understanding of social purpose and cultural 
meaning. Not all architects know where to put their creative genius, we only have to raise our eyes to the hill beyond for evidence.
The fact that we still find Abastos so endearing is no accident but evidence that the architect understood the responsibility of 
public architecture and infrastructure to stimulate the civic life of the city.
This is not just an enclosure for the transactional assembly of desirable goods, but the meeting place of producers, merchants, 
citizens and of the products of the place and the culture that it represents. While Santiago has always symbolised spiritual and 
intellectual ambition, it also sits in a land whose identity is also so fundamentally defined by its relationship to the land and to 
nature itself.

Vaquero Palacios and the administrations that have maintained his project over the years have left us an extraordinary gift and it 
must be valued and protected for the next generation. Not just as an architectural monument, but in the spirit that the architect 
so clearly understood it, as a place that encourages people and products to come together in a collaboration of common interest 
and significance. The market of Abastos is not only a place of commercial transaction, but the physical representation of the food 
of the region, legitimising and legitimated by the common understanding of standards and qualities that cannot be concealed 
or wrapped in artificial illusions or consumerist appeal. No other place can so powerfully display the regions relationship to its 
products, to its land and to the role that food plays in the culture. Here the products of the land and the community that produces 
them meet the theatre of urban life, a magical combination of commerce, culture and community.

As we come full circle we now understand that the industrialisation of the food industry has not only isolated consumers from 
producers and that distribution has become defined by efficiency, but has also caused enormous damage to the environment. In 
this context we can see that Abastos is not just a charming and rather anachronistic image of the past, how things used to be, but 
a powerful celebration of how things should be and how this great place in the city is a symbol of the importance of food, the way 
we produce it and what it means.

As an architect and one who loves the building as many before me have, I urge you to concentrate not only on protecting the buil-
ding but perhaps more importantly on its contents. Abastos must be the celebration of Galicia’s relationship to nature through 
the importance and care that it takes in its productive potential. It is not just a commercial food centre - it is the celebration of 
the values of community and the special importance that food has played and must continue to play, not as a touristic entertain-
ment destination but as the symbolic centre of an ecosystem that combines community and environment in a way that defined 
the region’s past and must surely secure its future.
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Synopsis

With these words, which are transcribed below, the architect Joaquín Va-
quero Palacios (1900-1998) expressed the reasons that led him to live in 
Compostela and accept the commission to design the new Abastos Market: 
“Enthusiastic about Galicia, I travelled its roads, visited its villages and its 
cities, swapped impressions with its people, listening to its musical langua-
ge, its sentences impregnated with a deep philosophy, And in my travels I 
was attracted very particularly by the abundance and diversity of granites 
that exist there, and by the intelligent and skilful use that the Galicians 
make of this precious material” (…). “Santiago de Compostela seduced me 
with such strength and sweetness that I stayed there for several years”.

The Secrets of the Abastos Market in Santiago de Compostela is a docu-
mentary based on the results of a hitherto unpublished research project 
carried out by the architect Ruth Varela and aims to show the general public 
the only comprehensive research on this fascinating market, which was 
designed “to integrate the village and the countryside into the city”, the 
Romanesque with the Baroque and tradition with the contemporary. Further-
more, this audiovisual piece aims to be, at the same time, a lesson in archi-
tecture, a recognition of the architect Joaquín Vaquero Palacios and, above 
all, a heartfelt tribute to the Abastos Market and all that this market means 
for Compostela, at a delicate moment in which the debate on local produce 
and trade, and on food sovereignty, is more important than ever. And also, it 
should be noted, at a time when our local foods producers and vendors need 
more support than ever.

Much celebrated since its inauguration in 1945, and currently one of the 
most visited places in Compostela, the values and cultural richness of this 
market nevertheless remain unknown. This audiovisual piece is the first 
production that deals with all the values of this interesting example of a 
market, which is unique in the world due to its innovative conception and 
architectural expression. 

Credits

Original idea: Ruth Varela
Direction: Pablo Goluboff & Ruth Varela
Script and scientific advice: Ruth Varela
Cinematography: Marcos Cenamor
Editing and post-production: Pablo Goluboff
Recording Abastos: Pablo Goluboff e Mar-
cos Cenamor 
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Direct sound and sound post-production: 
Alberto Blanco Fernández
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Appearing (in order of appearance):
Joaquín Vaquero Ibáñez, Architect and Di-
rector of CLK architects 
Enrique Seoane Prado, Architect and Lectu-
rer at ETSAC, UDC
Ángeles Santos Vázquez, Architect and 
Lecturer at ETSAC, UDC
David Soengas Ben, Stonemason
Fernando Agrasar Quiroga, Architect and 
Lecturer at ETSAC, UDC
Sonia Vázquez Díaz, Architect and Lecturer 
at ETSAC, UDC

Documentary chapters: A Committed 
Architecture / A Sacred Place / A Profa-
ne Cathedral / An Unclassifiable Work / A 
Humanised Space.



The origin of the documentary and the basis of the script were the architectural in-
tentions, and sensibility, expressed in this important epistolary project document*:

Despite the proximity of Galicia with Asturias -my homeland-, I did not get to know that region until after having travelled through 
Europe and America for several years, busying myself with my painting, architecture, getting married, living..., which is very much 
in keeping with my being Asturian. When I returned, I discovered Galicia, and the impact that Galician architecture had on me was 
tremendous; but not only the architecture, but the landscape, the climate, the sky, the people with their character, their life, all so 
fused, so homogeneous, so in harmony with itself. Santiago de Compostela seduced me with such strength and sweetness that I 
stayed there for several years.

And I mentioned above the term “architecture” and I would have preferred to say vernacular architecture, encompassing all its 
architecture, that of the towns and that of the cities, because the architecture of Santiago - grandiose, monumental and erudite, 
prudent at times and crazy at others, always of the highest category - has, to my mind, a certain taste of popular architecture, 
full of intimacy, of human warmth, something endearing, cosy; qualities which are often-times absent in monumental architecture.

Enthusiastic about Galicia, I travelled its roads, visited its villages and its cities, swapped impressions with its people, listening to 
its musical language, its sentences impregnated with a deep philosophy, And in my travels I was attracted very particularly by the 
abundance and diversity of granites that exist there, and by the intelligent and skilful use that the Galicians make of this precious 
material, using wedges to extract it from their quarries in slabs of constantly varying thicknesses. With this “perpiaño” or per-
pend, as it is called, they build their vital architecture, neither the poorest nor the richest, even their hermitages, their simplest 
churches. They gained such skill in the extraction of stones that they obtain prisms up to ten-by-ten centimetres in cross-section 
and more than two metres in length, which they use for trellises, as if they were sticks. I cannot explain to you the feeling pro-
duced in me by this contrast between the poverty of some small towns or villages and the richness of granite, handled with the 
minimum of means and with a simplicity as admirable as it is amazing. With all these impressions and the countless drawings I 
made everywhere, I came to feel totally immersed in that land.

I received then in Santiago several architectural commissions, some official and other private, but the one that interested me 
the most was to design and build a municipal market on the same site on which the old “modernist” building had slowly collap-
sed from old age, with a cast iron structure on masonry walls, which was to be demolished, taking advantage of what could be 
salvaged for the new square. So, for the matter to be developed - something akin to integrating the village and the countryside 
into the city, due to its location between two beautiful churches in a central and at the same time extreme neighbourhood, to the 
existence of a retaining wall that elevated it above another neighbourhood of the city, and to my excitement at the idea of being 
able to use, almost with my own hands, those stones that I had learned to love on my walks through Galicia - I accepted the order 
and got to work on the project.

It seemed to me that there were four usable elements: The layout and excavation - paltry though they were - of the general drain 
network; some parts of the masonry walls that separated the naves; the general granite slab pavement; and the wall on the 
street of la Virgen de la Cerca. The first two mandated the width of the naves and their general layout, even though they were not 
to be apparent afterwards; the last, on the contrary, would be all too apparent and monotonous. I always liked working on impo-
sed footings because they - although they cause greater difficulty to the project leader and because they shackle [the project] 
at the outset - can lead to unexpected and fun solutions, or to economies in the work, as happened in this case. However, it is 
necessary to be careful that the opposite does not happen: that by taking advantage, sometimes frivolously, of some existing 
element, one can end up wasting time and with greater complications and, consequently, with excessive expenses when it comes 
to constructing.

When designing, I did not have the intention of creating a building remarkable for its modernity or, to the contrary, for its imitation 
of some of the traditional styles of Santiago’s architecture. I have never been opposed to the integration of a contemporary buil-
ding (at any moment of the present) into an archaic ensemble. This can be very good and there are many admirable examples. But 
to do this, three conditions must be met: to be a great architect; to know that the work is carried out within a sufficiently cultured 
climate; and to have a budget without excessive limitations. I did not have any of these premises.

For all these considerations, and because it was what excited me the most, I tried to incorporate in this new work those humble, 
but true elements, extracted from the village constructions, so it seemed to me that a functional building made with those 
primitive means and later populated with the people and the products of the countryside had to be integrated into the city in an 
endearing way. With this mentality, I believe I carried out a project on an intimate scale and with a flavour between Romanesque 
and Baroque, two different styles, but that are combined in Santiago and, I should add, throughout Galicia.

That taste of Romanesque is a very curious thing, and for me evident. Everything is a bit Romanesque in Galicia, even the grelos 
[mustard greens]. The horses, abundantly hairy, with the head and belly a little large and the legs a little short, have all the airs of 
those that appear in capitals and in medieval reliefs. And it is very curious and very true - I have the experiences to prove it - that 
if you give a plaster model to one of the wonderful Galician “canteiros” [stonemasons] to chisel it out of granite, the reproduction 
is identical, but nobody can tell you why it ends up with a Romanesque accent.
 
Once the design project was finished, the works approved and awarded to a contractor, the work began.

Finally, with a radiant sun as there is only, on occasion, in Santiago, on the great esplanade left after the demolition of the old 
market, there was a legion of stonemasons picking away at the perpends. It was a concert of taps and blows, diverse sounds and 
changing rhythms that made me happy. It is something ineffable that those who have not heard it cannot imagine, especially for 
those who love stone.

*Extract of the letter from Joaquin Vaquero Palacios to José Ignacio Linazasoro, architect, professor at the ETSAM and editor of 
the magazine Composición arquitectónica, nº1, 1983, in the supplement to which was published.
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