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Photographs and objects we bring back with us from our holidays, seen with recent nostalgia, happily 

retrieved from our suitcases, are a sort of authenticity certificate which prove that our trip has actually 

taken place. Every souvenir, from the crudest postcard to the most refined piece of local 

craftsmanship, says something about its owner. There are more public ones, like those we place in the 

living room for all to see, and those we reserve for a more private view. In one’s own room, the 

accumulation of memories of past trips becomes an intimate mirror, the objects and photos acquire a 

symbolic nature, almost protective: we choose to place the things which are dearest to us in a place 

where we spend most of our time sleeping. 

 

The picture we take of a famous monument may look very much like to the ones thousands of tourists 

have taken before us, but the act of having captured the image ourselves gives it a greater relevance. 

Our pictures may be identical to the ones we saw in the magazine or the website which made us 

decide on a certain destination. And yet, despite a lack of originality, there is something in a 

monument photographed by us which suddenly makes it intimate. As Susan Sontag so eloquently put 

it, every photograph we take is a small act of possession. 

 

The souvenir-thirsty tourist has it not-so-remote origin in the old British aristocrats who embarked on 

the Grand Tour, especially throughout the 18th century. Those cultural pilgrimages to Italy, which could 

last from various months to various years, are not so different to today’s organised trips: a list of 

obligatory cities to visit, a tour guide to illustrate the sightseeing and the indispensable purchase of 

objects to remind one of their journey in the future. Despite the highly cultivated air of those wealthy 

travellers, many of their attitudes are our own. Although today it may seem like a strictly modern act 

of narcissism, not even the learned eighteenth-century connoisseurs of Antique culture could resist 

being portrayed next to the ruins of ancient Rome, quite in the same way we ask a passerby to take a 

picture of us before the Eiffel Tower. 

 

The taste for Greek and Roman Antiquity gradually gave way to nineteenth-century “Orientalism”. In 

their search for the exotic, many European travellers saw Spain as a fantastic prelude to the Arab 

world. The old mosques and the country’s industrial underdevelopment provided artists with 

picturesque images. Just like any other traveller, George Villiers, the British ambassador in Spain from 

1833 to 1839, commissioned the artist Genaro Pérez Villaamil to paint a diptych in neo-Gothic frames 
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containing forty-two views of Spanish cities. It can be seen at the Prado Museum since December. 

Villaamil (El Ferrol, 1807 - Madrid, 1854) is a rare example of Romantic landscape painting in Spain. 

Aesthetically, he was a painter of British influence due to his master, the Scotsman David Roberts, 

from whom he learnt the technique of watercolour. Painted en plein air, the scenes in the diptych 

constitute a catalogue of cathedrals, mosques, historic bridges and other Spanish monuments of a very 

Romantic taste, with an expressive use of light and shade, an interest in ruins and a skilful recreation of 

the arabesques of arches and late-gothic façades. 

 

Four years ago the diptych was bought by the Spanish State. It was deposited in the Prado and went 

through a thorough restoration, the first in the painting’s history (this is, since 1835). (On the Prado’s 

website there are various examples of the great work of the museum’s restorers.) The exhibition, 

modest in size, is a very valuable contribution to the history of Spanish nineteenth-century art, as it 

promotes one of its important yet unknown actors. 

 

Once he abandoned his post as ambassador in Spain, George Villiers took Villamil’s diptych with him 

back to Britain, where he possibly placed it in a part of his home where it could be well seen. Like 

somebdy today who takes an album out of a cupboard or opens a file on the computer in order to 

show his friends the photographs of a particular holiday, Villiers would no doubt impress his guests 

with a simultaneous view of forty-two picturesque images of Spain. Despite the aesthetic breach that 

separates them, the beautiful diptych by Genaro Pérez Villaamil seems a premonition –refined and 

elitist– of the democratic postcard display racks one finds in the touristy parts of today’s cities. 

 

Monumental Views of Spanish Cities. The Romantic Painter Genaro Pérez Villaamil. Museo del 

Prado. Paseo del Prado, s/n. Until 6 September. 

 

 
Genaro Pérez Villaamil, Interior of the Alcázar in Seville, from the 

Diptych with 42 Monumental Views of Spanish Cities (c. 1833-1835). 
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