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 The introduction of football to Spain permanently changed the day-to-day lives 

of thousands of Spaniards in the century since.  This dissertation is a study of how the 

sport entered the country and developed from the exclusive purview of the urban 

bourgeoisie into a massive entertainment industry.  This transition occurred over a scant 

thirty years between 1890 and 1920 and has profoundly marked Spain’s history ever 

since.   

The first athletic communities were established in Spain because of the national 

self-doubt after the Spanish-American War of 1898, which led a generation of thinkers 
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to ask what was wrong with their country.  The proponents of athletics answered that 

the Spanish race had degraded physically after centuries of war and struggle.  In 

response, the urban, Spanish middle class made physical education part of their 

lifestyle.  They organized the Federación Gimnástica Española with branches all over 

the country and the influential secondary school, the Institución Libre de Enseñanza, 

introduced physical education into its program.  These thinkers borrowed the British 

idea of “muscular Christianity” and sought to create balance between physical strength 

and mental ability.   As a result, significant athletic communities developed in 

Barcelona, Bilbao, and Madrid, which embraced numerous sports to improve their 

physical hygiene and as a form of conspicuous consumption. 

From these athletic communities sprang groups of friends and co-workers who 

were interested in football.  Between 1900 and 1910, the great clubs of Spain were 

founded and developed local identities, including F.C. Barcelona, Real Madrid C.F., 

and Athletic de Bilbao.  As clubs grew larger, they gradually transformed into 

companies that catered to popular culture.  In the 1910s, stadiums, stars, and sports 

journalists brought football into contact with the masses, seating at matches defined 

class distinctions, and clubs marketed their identities.  Also, regulatory institutions 

developed such as RFEF and referee organizations that provided uniform rules to satisfy 

the paying fans.  By 1920, everything was in place for football’s explosive growth and 

rise to equality with bullfighting as Spain’s most influential form of mass entertainment. 
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Comment on Club Names 

 

The official names of the main clubs have changed repeatedly over the years.  

The years prior to the Spanish Civil War were mostly free form, while during the 

dictatorship a strict hispanization of names was enforced.  Athletic Club de Bilbao, for 

example, became Atlético de Bilbao and clubs had to switch from F.C. (Football Club) 

to C.F. (Club de Fútbol).  After Franco’s death most clubs switched back the “their 

own” names, but not all.  Most obviously, while Athletic Club de Bilbao reverted to it 

original name, Atlético de Madrid kept its hispanized form because the club had lost 

most of its Basque ties.  Within the text, I have striven to use the club names most 

common prior to the Civil War, which are generally the same as they are today.  

However, club histories written during the dictatorship used the hispanized versions and 

those are cited faithfully to their text.  Therefore, there may appear to be inconsistency 

in some club names even when there is not. 
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Introduction: 

Athletics, Football, Nationalism, and Consumerism 

 

In 1937, the greatest Spanish bullfighter of the 1920s, Juan Belmonte, published 

his autobiography.  In it he casually mentioned that he had spent his youth in Seville  

playing at being a bullfighter because it “was the natural thing for me to do: in those 

days the boys of my age did it, just as today they are always playing soccer.”1  With this 

short comment, the great icon of bullfighting recognized a fundamental change in 

Spanish culture between 1889 and 1936.  Football had become one of the most 

important cultural activities in the country, a shift so fundamental that it changed the 

dreams of little boys.  It is, in fact, hard to imagine a Spain without Real Madrid, F.C. 

Barcelona, and Athletic de Bilbao eternally waging the regional wars of Castile, 

Catalonia, and the Basque Country on the football field or Seville F.C. and Real Betis 

Balompíe waging class warfare by proxy for the soul of Seville.  Yet all of these clubs, 

and Spanish football itself, are a scant century old and comparatively new to Spanish 

identity and cultural life.  How this change happened and why sport has flourished in 

Spain are vital questions for understanding the nation’s experience in the twentieth 

century.  The introduction of sport reveals the successful modernization and 

 
1 Juan Belmonte and Manuel Chaves Nogales, Juan Belmonte, Killer of Bulls: The Autobiography of a 
Matador (New York: Double Day, 1937), 46. 



 2

development of the Spanish entertainment industry in a period dominated by 

perceptions of stagnation and violent discord.  Football also provides a new approach to 

identity, nationalism, and regionalism in Spain, topics that lay at the heart of the 

divisions and factionalism that plagued the county.  It reveals the impact of the small, 

but influential, urban middle-classes, so often maligned as an impotent failure because 

of their political weakness and inability to establish republican government.  Finally, 

sport shows the importance of both the Liberal party and Spanish military in 

introducing new foreign ideas into the country as they attempted to create a “European” 

nation. 

The period when football was introduced and blossomed in Spain ranges from 

the end of the nineteenth century to the 1920s, when the sport became a mature mass 

entertainment business.  In 1890, football was almost completely unknown across the 

peninsula and the sight of someone kicking a football would have brought stares of 

confusion from anyone who passed.  A few residents in the ports of Huelva, Bilbao, and 

Barcelona and a small number of Spaniards who had traveled or been educated abroad 

would have understood, but the mass of the population could have only stared at such a 

silly activity. 

Three decades later everyone in the country knew the sport and, as Belmonte 

suggested, football (at the very least) rivaled bullfighting in the national spotlight and 

represented an important part of the nation’s cultural life.  By 1929, the Anuario de la 

Federación Española de Fútbol listed 705 football clubs affiliated with the national  
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federation.2  Spread across the country were fifteen regional federations, a national cup 

tournament in its twenty-seventh year, and a national league that held matches every 

weekend in the spring.  The journalist Alonso de Caso had written the first history of 

Spanish football, Fútbol: asociación y rugby, in 1924 and six years later Joaquin Soto 

Barrera produced a more definitive version, Historia del fútbol en España.  By 1930, 

Soto Barrera could justifiably claim that “apenas quedan sin equipo de fútbol ni un 

lugar insignificante..., ni barrio de ciudad secundaria..., ni calle de gran ciudad...,  

Tampoco falta el team futbolístico en ninguna profesión, liberal o no, que se tenga en 

algo..., ni en ninguna industria o comercio a la moderna..., ni en ningún Centro político, 

recreativo o cultural.” 3  Quite simply, things had changed-- and fast.  No longer an 

oddity, by 1930 football had reached into every corner of the country and had been 

recognized by every level of government, from local municipalities to the king.  The 

sport had also matured into an entertainment juggernaut.  It drew huge attendances at 

matches, supported numerous journalists and newspapers, provided conversation at 

cafes and bars throughout the nation, and drew towns together in Plaza Mayors from 

Seville to Segovia.  The best players became stars commanding celebrity status and 

popular attention as they intermingled with bullfighters, actors, and politicians as 

equals. 

Football’s rapid expansion as a consumer activity was far from an isolated event 

in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century Europe.  Throughout Western Europe, 
 

2 Joaquín Soto Barrera, Historia del fútbol en España (Madrid: Compañía Ibero-Americana de 
Produciónes, 1930), 20.  
3 Soto Barrera, Historia, 11-12. 
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first the bourgeoisie and then the working classes earned high enough incomes to allow 

them to spend money on things they wanted, not just things they needed.  Consumer 

culture developed to fill that demand across Europe and the United States and gave rise 

to theaters, music halls, and later radio and cinema on an unprecedented scale.  Other 

new forms of consumerism developed including department stores, mail-order 

catalogues, wax museums, and even morgues as paying attractions.4  People gravitated 

to whatever was interesting and exciting and the scale of consumerism grew 

exponentially to produce what the Spanish philosopher, José Ortega y Gasset, dubbed in 

1930-- the “mass man.”5

Spain was able to participate in these changes because, after 1870, the Spanish 

economy finally began to join in the changes sweeping Europe.  In the sixty years 

between 1870 and 1930, Catalonia and the Basque Country “took off” industrially and 

developed internationally-significant industrial complexes.  In those cities (and on a 

smaller scale other northern Spanish cities as well) industrial growth produced a white-

collar bourgeoisie of factory owners, managers, and engineers, while in Madrid a more 

intellectual and professional middle class of lawyers, educators, and while-collar 

government workers developed.  Spain remained a primarily rural country up to the 

Civil War, nonetheless, urbanization developed rapidly with agricultural occupations 

 
4 Numerous works address these developing forms of popular entertainment.  Two of the best are Leo 
Charney and Vanessa R. Schwartz eds., Cinema and the Invention of Modern Life (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1995) and Peter Jelavich, Berlin Cabaret (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1996). 
5 José Ortega y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses (1930; reprint, New York: Norton ,1960). 
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falling from 66.3 percent of the population in 1900, to 45.5 percent in 1930.6  Between 

1900 and 1930, Barcelona grew from 533,000 people to 1,005,565, Bilbao went from 

83,306 to 161,987, and Madrid rose from 539,835 to 952,832.  This growth was 

possible because the great cities were magnets for thousands of immigrants from rural 

Spain.  In 1892, there were 70,000 factory workers in Catalonia, but by 1930 the 

number had risen to 189,000, with many of them being immigrants from Andalucía and 

Murcia in southern Spain.  Similarly, 79,000 people immigrated to the Basque Country 

between 1880 and 1920, almost doubling the region’s population.7  By the start of the 

Spanish Second Republic, forty to sixty percent of the citizens in all of Spain’s cities 

had been born in rural areas, marking a tremendous shift in population.8

In cities across Europe, new neighborhoods were built to accommodate this 

influx of people, especially for the new middle classes that wanted to live more 

comfortably, and Spain was no exception.  These neighborhoods usually took the form 

of planned grids filled with grand avenues and impressive vistas9 that mirrored 

contemporary urban expansion across Europe, such as the Ringstrasse in Vienna and 

Paris in general.10  The larger Spanish cities were not left behind by these changes, and 

they all developed their own projects of urban expansion.  In Barcelona, the Eixample 

 
6 Santos Juliá, Un siglo de España: política y sociedad (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 1999), 46-48. 
7 Adrian Shubert, A Social History of Modern Spain (London: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 120, 
127. 
8 Juliá, Un siglo de España, 47. 
9 Brigitte Magnien, “Cultura urbana,” in 1900 en España, eds. Serge Salaün and Carlos Serrano (Madrid: 
Espasa Calpe, 1991), 112-114. 
10 Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage, 1961).  Chapter 2, 
“The Ringstrasse, Its Critics, and the Birth of Urban Modernism,” provides an excellent discussion of 
Vienna’s pioneering development of urban, middle-class suburbs. 
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was built surrounding the old medieval city on three sides in the largest urban 

development project in the country.  The city planners of Bilbao laid out the Ensanche 

district, which spilled westwards from the old city and onto the south bank of the 

Nervión River.  Madrid also expanded, extending the Gran Vía to the northwest and 

middle-class suburbs were built across the northern edge of the city, producing the 

neighborhoods of Moncloa, Cuatro Caminos, and others.  Even Seville expanded 

through numerous development projects surrounding the Exposición Iberoamericana, 

some of whose constructions were latter used by football clubs.11  These numerous 

projects produced a thriving construction industry throughout Spain and drew even 

more immigrants to the cities to work in the industry. 

Such rapid expansion initially brought a general decline in the sanitary and 

hygienic conditions of life in Spanish cities.  Urban death rates often became 

comparable with those in East Asia and in 1892 Valladolid reported a death rate higher 

than its birth rate, a situation reminiscent of medieval cities, but very rare in modern 

Europe.12  Worse yet, soldiers returning from Cuba in 1899 brought back numerous 

tropical diseases that further weakened urban populations.  These conditions bred 

instability and immorality, and prostitution prospered and became a common aspect of 

urban life.  In 1900, Madrid held upwards of 17,000 prostitutes, while in Barcelona 

there were so many that the young Pablo Picasso’s early paintings are filled with veiled 

references to prostitution.  Two contemporary books provided a stark image of these 

 
11 Juliá, Un siglo de España, 48. 
12 Magnien, “Cultura urbana,” 114-118. 
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fears for the case of Madrid, Madrid bajo el punto de vista médico-social (1902) by Dr. 

Ph. Hauser and La vivienda insalubre en Madrid (1914) by Dr. César Chicote.13  Both 

works went through the neighborhoods of Madrid to identify the population densities, 

illness rates, and general sanitary conditions across the city.  They represented the 

concern that existed in all of Spain’s growing cities because of these generally poor 

living conditions.  The topic struck fear into urban inhabitants and helped spur the 

adoption of hygienic reforms and physical education programs, because something had 

to be done about the situation. 

Urbanization also brought political changes to the country as urban citizens 

strove to obtain some control over their surroundings.  After the 1890s, the age of 

caciquismo gradually faded, especially in large cities like Barcelona and Bilbao.  

Caciquismo required local bosses to control the vote in their areas so that elections 

could be fixed and the fiction of democracy maintained.  As the urban masses grew, 

however, controlling their votes became increasingly difficult if not impossible.  Javier 

Tusell explains this system and its downfall in his book, Oligarquía y caciquismo en 

Andalucía.14  As their numbers increased, the only way to control the masses was with 

military force and that was not practical as a regular system.   Between 1900 and 1930, 

increasing popular power played itself out most vividly in Barcelona, where street 

 
13 The two works are Ph. Hauser, Madrid bajo el punto de vista médico-socio (Madrid: Sucesores de 
Rivadeneyra, 1902) and César Chicote, La vivienda insalubre en Madrid (Madrid: Imprenta Municipal, 
1914).  A more recent academic discussion of Spain’s urban development around the turn of the century 
is María A. Castrillo Romón, Reformismo, vivienda y ciudad: orígenes y desarrollo de un debate: 
España, 1850-1920 (Valladolid: Secretariado de Publicación e Intercambio Editorial, Universidad de 
Valladolid, 2001), 88-92. 
14 Javier Tusell, Oligarquía y caciquismo en Andalucía (1890-1923) (Barcelona: Editorial Planeta, 1976). 
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violence became endemic and class politics a powerful force that turned the city into the 

bomb-throwing capital of the world.15

Urbanization and middle-class affluence brought positive changes to Spain as 

well.  One of the most important of these was a rise in literacy among the population, 

which finally reached over fifty percent of the general population in the early 1900s.  

Between 1900 and 1930, literacy grew from sixty nine to ninety six percent in the 

Basque Country, seventy six to ninety two percent in Madrid, and forty eight to eighty 

two percent in Catalonia and it reached seventy percent across the nation by 1930.16  

The growth of literacy and basic education brought with it the development of an 

increasingly important and varied newspaper press.  This brought the Spanish masses 

into the political process and helped working class political parties develop.  Beyond 

basic literacy, a significant minority of the population learned German, English, French 

and other foreign languages.  This intellectual elite became increasingly interested in 

science and medicine, and an important intellectual community developed under the 

leadership of the liberal educators of the Institución Libre de Enseñanza.  In 1907, the 

Junta de Amplicación de Estudios e Inventigaciones Científicas was created to further 

the development of science, in general, within the country.17  Three years later, the 

Junta created two important institutions, the Intitutio Nacional de Ciencias Físico-

Naturales, to focus on the natural sciences, and the Centro de Estudios Históricos, to 

 
15 José Alvarez Junco, The Emergence of Mass Politics in Spain (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 
2002). 
16 Juliá, Un siglo de España, 49. 
17 Juan Pablo Fusi, Un siglo de España: la cultura (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 1999), 48-49. 
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focus on the social sciences and humanities.  Between 1912 and 1919, laboratories were 

established to focus on chemical physiology, physiology and the anatomy of the central 

nervous system, chemistry, general physiology, serology, and bacteriology.  Also, 

before and after World War I and throughout the 1920s, Madrid and Barcelona became 

regular hosts for international conferences on physics, pedagogy, urbanization, 

architecture, and medicine.  Spain even produced several internationally respected 

doctors, the most famous of which being Santiago Ramón y Cajal and Gregorio 

Marañón.  All of these changes placed new importance within Spanish society on 

education and medical science that played an important role in legitimizing the 

movement for physical education. 

Vibrant artistic cultures also developed that refashioned traditional Spanish 

practices to create modern forms building and art, and even obtained contact with the 

epicenter of artistic development in fin-de-siècle Europe, Paris.  For example, the 

Catalan literary movement, modernisme, became a force in the 1890s and strove to 

build a genuinely modern Catalan culture.18  Even more importantly, Spain developed a 

vibrant artistic and architectural life.  In Barcelona, this was epitomized by the painter 

Pablo Picasso and the architects Antoní Gaudí and Lluís Domènech i Montaner, who 

became internationally recognized figures whose works draw tourists to the city to this 

day.19  Although less celebrated, Bilbao and Madrid also established notable schools of 

 
18 Arthur Terry, “Catalan Literary Modernisme and Noucentisme: From Dissidence to Order,” in Spanish 
Cultural Studies: An Introduction, eds. Helen Graham and Jo Labanyi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 55-57. 
19 Robert Hughes, Barcelona (New York: Vintage, 1993). 
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art and architecture that produced highly respected artists.  As early as the 1880s and 

1890s, Spanish popular culture began changing and drawing in ever increasing numbers 

as well.  The zarzuela became a popular form of theater that could be imbued with 

either nationalist propaganda or working-class resistance, depending on the situation.20  

Similarly, the novela rosa, serialized melodramas, entertained the masses, with some 

sources estimating that 2,600 of these novellas were produced and sold by the 1930s.  

Poster art also carved out a niche within working-class culture that developed into an 

extremely impressive and persuasive format for political propaganda during the Spanish 

Civil War.21  Spain’s first commercial movie theater, the Cinema Lumière, was opened 

in Barcelona in 1896 and the first Spanish-made movie was released five years later.22  

Spanish popular culture was clearly following that of Western Europe and the United 

States in creating a new mass consumer world. 

The largest change, and indeed the trailblazer in developing mass entertainment 

in Spain, was bullfighting.  Bullfighting, of course, has a long history, with the modern 

corrida originating in the eighteenth century, but it has traditionally been seen as a 

backward symbol of Spanish decadence and isolation.  In Death and Money in the 

Afternoon, Adrian Shubert dramatically counters this perception and argues that 

bullfighting pioneered mass entertainment within the country.23  By 1750, it had 

 
20 Serge Salaün and Carlos Serrano, eds., 1900 en España (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1991).  
21 José Alvarez Junco, “Rural and Urban Popular Culture,” in Spanish Cultural Studies: An Introduction, 
eds. Helen Graham and Jo Labanyi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 82-89. 
22 Fusi, Un siglo de España, 55. 
23 Adrian Shubert, Death and Money in the Afternoon: A History of the Spanish Bullfight (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999).  Introduction, 1-15. 
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become an entertainment industry that drew large paying crowds and made bullfighters 

rich and famous.  In the 1870s, bullfighting experienced a powerful resurgence that 

reaffirmed its power as a modern cultural institution.  The number of corridas rose 

dramatically and the prices of bulls and bullfighter’s fees skyrocketed.  In the 1910s, 

bullfighting reached a new height of popularity led by two of the greatest toreros on the 

modern period, José Gómez Ortega [Joselito] and Juan Belmonte. 24  Also by 1926, 

there were close to four hundred bullrings around the country (including a stadium in 

Barcelona with a 25,000 person capacity), and a wide variety of newspapers and 

periodicals dedicated to the sport.  Bullfighting dominated the Spanish entertainment 

scene for fifty years, and football enthusiasts aspired to a similar cultural importance 

within the nation. 

However, at the turn of the century bullfighting had a negative reputation 

amongst much of the Spanish liberal and intellectual elite.  To the regenerationist group 

of writers, called the Generation of 1898, and most Spanish intellectuals of the period, 

bullfighting was the ultimate symbol of the decadence and isolation that were Spain’s 

“problem.”  The regenerationist Europeanizer Joaquín Costa saw bullfighting as a great 

evil that perverted public feeling and lowered Spain in the eyes of other nations.  For 

Ramiro de Maeztu it was a distraction that helped lead to the folly of the Spanish-

American War; Pío Baroja denounced it as cowardly and brutal; and Azorín claimed it 

perverted the idea of valor itself.  Even the philosopher José Ortega y Gasset identified 

 
24 Fusi, Un siglo de España, 29. 
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bullfighting as the clearest symptom of Spain’s isolation from the rest of the world.  

Many modern writers have even reaffirmed this line of thought.  The literary critic 

Timothy Mitchell and the anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers both suggest bullfighting is 

something inherent in the Spanish mentality that embodies its anti-modernity.25  

Bullfighting, then, was not looked upon favorably by the Spanish modernizers and 

regenerationists who strove to open Spain to the European ideas and industry that had 

led to Northern Europe’s global dominance. 

Sport, however, fit the regenerationist agenda perfectly.  Sports were foreign and 

generally northern European, and football and gymnastics originated in the two most 

powerful and industrially advanced European nations, Britain and Germany.  Further, 

physical education aspired to “scientific” credibility by the standards of the day, using 

physiology and anatomy to validate its benefits.  Programs of physical hygiene were 

embraced by medical doctors whose involvement alone emphasized the modernity of 

physical education.  As a result, Spanish modernizers portrayed athletics as the answer 

to the fears of physical degeneration plaguing urban life.  Introducing football and 

physical education, therefore, allegedly made day-to-day life in Spain more modern and 

similar to that of the rest of Europe, and produced stronger and healthier individuals.  

Cities all across Europe were developing football clubs and this created similar 

recreational patterns the world over, which was the sort of international community that 

Spanish “Europeanizers” wanted to join.  What is more, those clubs interacted and 
 

25 Timothy Mitchell, Blood Sport: A Social History of Spanish Bullfighting (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1991); Julían Pitt-Rivers, “The Spanish Bullfight and Kindred Activities,” 
Anthropology Today, August 1993. 
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competed with teams from across Europe and Latin America to test Spain’s strength on 

the field.  In the north, early Catalan and Basque teams regularly pitted themselves 

against French clubs and by the 1920s foreign football clubs visited Spain regularly.  In 

1920, Spanish football experienced its first great international moment, the national 

team’s attainment of second place in the Antwerp Olympics, and football’s popularity 

skyrocketed.  As a result, the Spanish football community was an international one in a 

way that few other Spanish institutions were.  The Olympic triumph launched football 

as a commercially-viable spectator sport that swiftly grew to rival bullfighting in the 

national consciousness.  This is not to say that the sport had become universal in 1920.  

Football was not yet the force that it became during the Franco era, when it experienced 

a second round of growth that propelled Real Madrid into the international spotlight as 

Franco’s “ambassadors to the world” and football served as an escape from daily life 

within the nation.  This later era, however, was made possible by the clubs and 

governing bodies established between 1898 and 1920.  Most notably, Spanish football 

prior to the Second Republic had successfully negotiated the transition from amateurism 

to professionalism, established a national governing body with authority over regional 

federations, and successfully started the league tournament to complement the annual 

cup tournament. 

Football’s international growth mirrored and spurred its growth within Spain by 

making the sport particularly attractive to Europeanizers.  All over the world, football 

became part of many national cultures and clubs were created around which national, 
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regional, and class identities coalesced.  Historians have increasingly recognized the 

importance of this topic over the past twenty-five years and have established numerous 

approaches to sport and its relationship with class, politics, and consumerism.  Not 

surprisingly, the pioneering works on the history of athletics come from Great Britain 

and Germany, where football and gymnastics were codified and sport’s history has 

received the most attention.  One early approach to sport comes from the historian of 

nationalism, Eric Hobsbawm, in his important anthology The Invention of Tradition.26  

Hobsbawm recognizes the role British sports teams played in creating working-class 

identities and how national sides produced concrete symbols of national identities on 

the football pitch.  He also discusses the roles other sports, such as tennis and golf, 

played in creating middle-class identities that separated them from the masses below.  

Richard Holt has since written a more comprehensive treatment of athletics within the 

British Empire in Sport and the British: A Modern History.27  Holt discusses the 

amateur ideal and its relationship to the nineteenth-century British public school as well 

as the very different working-class sports that grew out of pubs and life on the streets, 

such as cockfighting and boxing.  He also recognizes how sports like football and 

cricket came to represent “Britishness” globally, while other sports like Celtic football 

became icons of Irish nationalism and resistance to “Britishness.”   

Later books have delved deeper into these topics and explained how they played 

out in practice.  The leading works on the development of physical education in Britain 
 

26 Eric Hobsbawm, “Mass Producing Traditions: Europe, 1870-1914,” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. 
Eric Hobsbawm and Terrance Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
27 Richard Holt, Sport and the British: A Modern History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
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remain J.A. Mangan’s Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School and 

Bruce Haley’s The Healthy Body and Victorian Culture, which both look in detail at the 

nineteenth-century rise of muscular Christianity in British public schools.28  One of the 

best studies of sport and nationalism is Mike Cronin’s Sport and Nationalism in 

Ireland: Gaelic Games, Soccer, and Irish Identity Since 1884.29  John Hoberman has 

explored the relationship between sport and politics in general in Sport and Political 

Ideology and Roland Naul has begun to flesh out the role of physical education and 

gymnastics in German history.30

Several works also investigate the social and cultural significance of the world’s 

largest sport in various countries.  A ground-breaking work was Tony Mason’s 

Association Football and English Society, 1863-1915, which looks into why and how 

the sport first came to prominence in British society.  Mason established the main topics 

of football history, such as the transition between amateurism and professionalism and 

the sport’s role in identity creation.31  Since then, Stephen Wagg has added The 

Football World, which probes more deeply into football’s growth in twentieth century 

Britain.32  Wagg identifies the important changes that occurred as British football 

 
28 J.A. Mangan, Athletics in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School: The Emergence and 
Consolidation of an Educational Ideology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Bruce Haley, 
The Healthy Body and Victorian Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978). 
29 Mike Cronin, Sport and Nationalism in Ireland: Gaelic Games, Soccer, and Irish Identity Since 1884 
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999). 
30 John Hoberman, Sport and Political Ideology (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1984), Roland Naul, 
“History of Sport and Physical Education in Germany 1800-1945,” in Sport and Physical Education in 
Germany, eds. Roland Naul and Ken Hardmen (London: Routledge, 2002), 15-27.  Naul’s is a good 
introduction, but the majority of studies on gymnastics have only been published in German. 
31 Tony Mason, Association Football and English Society, 1863-1915 (London: Prometheus, 1980). 
32 Stephen Wagg, The Football World: A Contemporary Social History (London: Salem House, 1984).  
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became a spectator activity and the pressure to win on the local and international stages 

grew.  He explains that working-class players emphasized factory-style teamwork, 

while coaches served to inculcate their players with middle-class values that made them 

easier to control and market.  Managers gradually became important in England by 

enforcing moderate drinking, not sleeping around, and generally comporting oneself to 

the benefit of the team.  Ostensibly, the reason for these measures was to bring victory 

on the field, but it also made the club more marketable, players more malleable, and 

management more powerful.  Another of Wagg’s works, Giving the Game Away: 

Football, Politics, and Culture on Five Continents, is an anthology that discusses 

football’s diffusion throughout the world and the process that made it the most popular 

competitive activity on the planet.33  Various writers focus on how the game took on 

different forms in different countries and regions.  They demonstrate football’s 

versatility for identity creation because it can be adopted by any class or political group.  

Internationally, the sport’s significance ranges from a way out of the ghetto in Brazil, to 

a symbol of elitism and “Europeaness” in Asia, and finally to the great clubs and 

cathedral-like stadiums of Italy and Spain.  Most recently, Robert Edelman has studied 

the club Spartak Moscow to probe the mentality and experiences of the Moscow 

working class.34  All of these works provide an excellent start for writing the history of 

 
33 Stephen Wagg ed., Giving the Game Way: Football, Politics, and Culture on Five Continents (London: 
Continuum, 1995). 
34 Robert Edelman, “A Small Way of Saying “No”: Moscow Working Men, Spartak Soccer, and the 
Communist Party, 1900-1945,” American Historical Review 107, no. 5, December 2002, 1441-1474. 
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football, but it is only a start and a full understanding of the sport’s role is still 

developing. 

In Spain, the history of football remains in the shadow of bullfighting, precisely 

because it is European and not an example of Spanish “uniqueness,” a topic that has 

been particularly important since the Franco-era tourism slogan “Spain is different” 

came to embody perceptions of the country.  Nonetheless, there have been forays into 

the field of football history that usually focus on its role in Francoism and regional 

identity creation after the Spanish Civil War.  Duncan Shaw’s Fútbol y franquismo and 

Carlos Fernández Santander’s El fútbol durante la guerra civil y el franquismo both 

study the role football played during the Franco regime.35  Shaw details how Francisco 

Franco used the sport to distract the masses from poverty and economic depression 

during his dictatorship and, in particular, how he promoted Real Madrid C.F. towards 

international success.  Fernández, similarly, emphasizes the sport’s role as a distraction 

from political life and focuses on the early period of the regime.  Both of these works 

emphasize political interaction and do not address the development of the sport itself as 

an independent consumer industry.  Other modern approaches focus on Madrid, 

including rigorous biographies and club histories that are very informative, but usually 

straightforwardly descriptive and aimed at a popular audience.  The best of these are 

 
35 Duncan Shaw, Fútbol y franquismo (Madrid: Alianza, 1987), Carlos Fernández Santander, El fútbol 
durante la guerra civil y el franquismo (Madrid: San Martín, 1990). 
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Ángel Bahamonde’s El Real Madrid en la historia de España, Luis Prados de la Plaza’s 

Real Madrid centinario, and Julían García Candau’s Bernabéu, el presidente.36

Other works focus on football’s role in developing peripheral nationalisms in 

Catalonia and Bilbao.  The most advanced on Catalonia is Joan Josep Artells’s Barça, 

Barça, Barça: F.C. Barcelona, esport i ciutadania.37  Although Artells is prone to 

dropping into a “club history” narration of events and matches, he also does an 

excellent job of tracking the development of F.C. Barcelona’s identity and increasing 

affiliation with the conservative Catalan political movement.  He places that connection 

as far back as the 1910s (not just as a development during the Franco era as many 

assume) and suggests that it resulted partially from the club’s economic problems.  The 

role of Athlétic de Bilbao in Basque identity has been broached by Jeremy MacClancy 

in his article “Nationalism at Play: The Basques of Vizcaya and Athletic Bilbao.”38  

MacClancy also emphasizes political connections, but delves into the racial significance 

that this took on in Bilbao, where nationalism held racial overtones and for decades 

only native Basques were allowed onto the team.  Still, MacClancy only opens the topic 

and there is much more to be said about football in Basque society.   

Finally, there is one journalist and writer who deserves special mention for his 

work on the history of Spanish football: Félix Martialay.  The author of numerous 

 
36 Ángel Bahamonde Magro, El Real Madrid en la historia de España (Madrid: Taurus, 2002), Luis 
Prados de la Plaza, Real Madrid Centinario (Madrid: Sílex, 2001), and Julían García Candau, Bernabéu, 
el presidente (Madrid: Espasa, 2002). 
37 Joan Josep Artells, Barça, Barça, Barça: F.C. Barcelona, esport i ciutadania (Barcelona: Editorial 
Laia. 1972). 
38 Jeremy MacClancy, “Nationalism at Play: The Basques of Vizcaya and Athletic Bilbao,” in Sport, 
Identity and Ethnicity, ed. Jeremy MacClancy (Oxford: Berg, 1996), 181- 200. 
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books on the history of football in Spain between 1920 and 2000, Martialay’s 

journalistic career goes back to the 1950s.  The most significant books are Amberes: allí 

nació la furia española, a comprehensive discussion of the people and events 

surrounding the 1920 Olympic football team, and Implantación del profesionalismo y 

nacimiento de la liga, a similar discussion of the battles over professionalism and the 

origins of league play in 1929.39  Both are exhaustive works that draw on excellent 

archival resources and his personal connections, but they are also fundamentally 

descriptive narrations of the events that only offer limited conclusions. 

The goal of my work is to bring these various theories and approaches to bear on 

the early development of Spanish football, add new methodological approaches of my 

own, and understand why the sport was embraced so quickly.  This is the first historical 

attempt to explain football’s growth prior to the Spanish Civil War and contextualize it 

within the experiences of Spanish people with regenerationismo, urbanization, and 

modernization during the period.  The goal is to identify the political, social, cultural, 

and nationalist motives for why, initially members of the middle classes and later 

individuals from the working classes, embraced football between 1890 and 1930.  I 

argue that introducing sport into Spain was a modern approach that allowed the country 

to develop along with the rest of Europe.  By combining approaches to the history of 

sport, mass entertainment, and Spanish history, we can reach a better understanding of 

 
39 Félix Martialay, Amberes: allí nació la furia española (Madrid: RFEF, 2000) and Félix Martialay, 
Implantación del profesionalismo y nacimiento de la liga (Madrid, RFEF, 1996). 
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how Spaniards created one of the most important cultural activities in their country and 

one of the most successful football communities in the world. 

Sport rose to prominence in the western world along with a variety of other mass 

entertainment industries just before the turn of the century.  In Spain, the groundwork 

for such activities had already been laid by bullfighting, but at the same time 

bullfighting had a reputation that many liberal, modernizing members of the Spanish 

middle-classes distanced themselves from.  In the period surrounding the national crisis 

of 1898, these progressive Europeanizers turned to athletics for hygienic and 

pedagogical reasons and, as a result, football established a base among the urban 

middle-classes across the country by 1910.  By that year, however, football had 

saturated its narrow class base and clubs recognized that they needed to be more than 

groups of friends to survive.  In response, they began to market themselves to the 

Spanish masses and in so doing started to change football from a bourgeois to a 

working class activity. 

The first chapter discusses the development of the early athletic movement, 

ranging loosely from 1890 to the early 1900s.  In Spain, football was born into this 

community and, as a result, its early stages were imbued with the social values and 

goals of the enterprising, urban bourgeoisie.  This earlier athletic community existed 

primarily in the three largest and most developed cities in the nation-- Madrid, 

Barcelona, and Bilbao.  It consisted primarily of the professional and industrial middle 

class who were financially comfortable, had gained their affluence through education 
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and business, and made their livings as doctors, lawyers, journalists, entrepreneurs, and 

white-collar office workers.  They were becoming more numerous and important as 

Spain gradually industrialized, with Catalan light industry and Basque iron and steel 

production finally becoming large-scale businesses. 

The members of this small, emerging class embraced athletics as one answer to 

the perceived crisis of the day, national degeneration.  The humiliating Spanish defeat 

in 1898 at the hands of the United States launched three decades of self-doubt and 

questioning over what had happened to the glorious kingdom of the sixteenth century.  

A whole generation of writers sought answers to this question, and most felt that Spain 

had to be “Europeanized.”  Many of these thinkers also believed that the Spanish race 

had physically degenerated and needed to be strengthened, so they looked to European 

athletic and gymnastic programs and strove to imitate them.  One approach came from 

the Institución Libre de Enseñanza (ILE), a school in Madrid that strove to introduce 

liberal ideas and pedagogy to Spain and included physical education, or “active 

learning,” as an important tenet of its ideology.  A second early leader was the 

Federación Gimnastíca Española, which was founded in Madrid, spread to every urban 

area in the country, and organized national meetings as early as 1899.  Barcelona, in 

particular, developed a vibrant athletic community that mirrored the city’s famous 

artistic and architectural community, both of which were expressions of the city’s 

growing middle-classes. 
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Chapter two addresses the ideology that these two organizations and the 

burgeoning athletic community in general developed to support their cause.  Athletic 

enthusiasts looked to the British public school ethic and the German, Swedish, and 

French gymnastic programs for inspiration as they developed their own programs.  To 

emphasize their rational approach, they catalogued the causes of Spain’s physical 

degeneration and created an “ideal Spaniard” to strive for, almost as if the whole project 

were a scientific experiment.  The athletic movement’s central tenet was developing a 

balance between mind and body, on the grounds that physical capability and mental 

skill went hand in hand.  The proponents of athletics then highlighted the difference 

between physical education-- physical exercise with the exclusive goal of developing 

the body-- and sport-- athletic competition that brings physical improvement as a 

byproduct.  With these general precepts established, the proponents of athletics 

discussed the costs and benefits of various sports, including football and cycling, and 

made recommendations about how to implant them in Spain.  These theorists also 

discussed the role of women in athletic competition and opened a window onto gender 

perceptions in Spain.  Most liberal thinkers cautiously supported the idea of female 

participation, but it was not a battle that they wanted to fight.  However, even some 

politically liberal people, such as Gregorio de Marañón, were socially conservative and 

argued that sport was acceptable specifically because it reinforced “inherent” gender 

roles that cast men as competitors fighting to impress a malleable female audience.  
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Some, therefore, embraced athletics as a way to reinforce the distinctly gendered social 

roles that dominated Catholic Spain. 

After discussing the early Spanish athletic movement and its ideology, the third 

chapter explores the introduction of football to Spain.  As a cultural activity, football 

was transmitted into the country through various points of cultural contact and exchange 

between Spaniards and (usually British) foreigners.  In Huelva, a British conglomerate 

purchased the Río Tinto copper mines and the engineers and other employees the 

company brought with them introduced the sport and taught local Spaniards to play.  

Barcelonans learned football through economic connections as the condal city’s diverse 

industrial enterprises brought a wide range of foreign nationals to Barcelona, where 

they intermingled with the city’s already vibrant athletic community.  Football clubs, 

then, rose in popularity as they came to embody the political divisions between the pro-

Catalan and pro-Madrileño sections of the middle classes.  In Bilbao, there was a 

slightly more complex blend of contact points driven by the region’s developing iron, 

steel, and banking companies.  Shipments of iron ore and coal to Britain connected the 

two areas and British sailors introduced football to Bilbao’s port.  Basque youths were 

sent to Britain to learn English and mine engineering and came home with British 

degrees and a passion for British football.  Finally, two groups introduced the sport to 

Madrid as well.  First, the educators of the ILE taught football to several generations of 

students and the practice was picked up in colegios around the city, thereby connecting 

the sport to the Spanish Liberal Party.  Second, the significant Basque community 
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within Madrid began playing football, as people who had learned the game at home in 

the Basque Country migrated to the capital and brought the sport with them.  These 

various avenues introduced football and most of the country’s important clubs were 

founded as small groups of bourgeois friends who organized societies that every 

member helped to fund and compete. 

In chapter four, I discuss football’s development from its bourgeois origins 

towards a commercial, spectator activity.  During the 1910s, the sport developed its first 

working-class following and everything about the game began to change.  Teams were 

founded everywhere in Spain and the larger clubs developed into profitable ventures.  

The first stadiums were built to hold and control a mass audience and a sporting press 

developed, with several sport exclusive publications and regular sections within 

broadsheets.  Football produced its first stars with one or two players gaining fame in 

each city, while some coaches and sports journalists became recognized figures as well.  

This new popularity brought changes to the sport, as it transformed itself into a 

regulated form of entertainment.  National and regional federations were founded and 

gradually assumed power within the football world, along with impartial referee 

organizations that guaranteed legitimate on-field competition.  Also, clubs developed 

local identities that represented different classes, neighborhoods, and cities, which 

spurred interest and created imagined communities of sports fans that supporters could 

join for the price of a ticket.  This sort of vicarious identity drew in thousands and 

helped football penetrate beyond the Spanish middle-classes.  These preparations for 
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mass consumerism also brought problems, because they undermined the original values 

and goals of the athletics movement.  What happened to the amateur ideal of sport for 

physical fitness and regeneration when football fans attended matches as entertainment 

without playing themselves? 

This whole spectrum of sports development illustrates how much social and 

cultural change Spain experienced between 1890 and 1920.  The country’s economic 

development was limited, yet cultural change only needed regular contact with the rest 

of Europe, which even Spain’s limited economic success could bring.  As Spanish cities 

grew, the urban middle classes and working classes needed new activities through 

which to define themselves, so they turned to modern European cultural forms.   This 

made the urban middle classes trendsetters within the country, despite their political 

weakness.  One of these new activities was sport, and particularly football, which 

became a new form of conspicuous consumption.  However, within two decades, the 

new activity was emulated by the working classes whose resources and free time 

expanded after 1920.  Such emulation reveals the substantial cultural power that even a 

small bourgeoisie wielded, even if it could not control the cultural trends it started.  By 

the 1920s, the interest of the working classes in football forced many within the Spanish 

middle classes to flee into upper middle class and aristocratic forms of recreation, such 

as auto racing, tennis, and flying airplanes.  In comparison, the conversion of football 

into a spectator sport invited working-class participation and reduced its value as a form 

of conspicuous consumption.  In the first decades of the twentieth century the world 
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was becoming more modern and international and the “mass man” was demanding his 

share of the spoils.  Even in the supposedly isolated European “backwoods” of Spain, 

nothing could halt that process, and the old country became culturally modern. 
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Chapter One: 

The Introduction and Growth of Athletic Institutions in Spain 

 

 “...el mejoramiento físico, moral é intelectual del pueblo Español ó sea esa 

regeneración tan anhelada como justa, tan decantada cómo necesaria.” So spoke 

Salvadore López Gómez to inaugurate the 4th national assembly of the Federacíon 

Gimnástica Española (FGE) in 1902.1  That conference, and the three annual meetings 

and festivals prior to it, represented the first important watershed when Spanish athletics 

became a national movement with a role to play in the national culture.  López read 

these words in front of delegates from gymnastic societies representing every 

significant urban area in Spain who gathered together to organize and promote the FGE.  

The speakers included politicians, doctors, professors, and gymnasium owners who 

argued for a variety of social and governmental reforms through which they believed 

the Spanish race could be regenerated.  These varied participants developed rational 

physical exercise programs, rallied for government support, and used medical science to 

determine the most beneficial activities for both youths and adults.  As a result, they 

created within Spain a community interested in the promotion and development of 

athletics to the benefit of the country and the race. 

As Federico Reparaz wrote looking back in 1924 “ricas en alentadoras promesas  

 
1 Salvador López Gómez, Cuarta Asamblea General de la Federación Gimnástica Española (Sevilla: El 
Mercantil, Francisco de P. Díaz, 1902), 5-6. 
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de todo especie, como grandes viveros de la nueva España, han levantado, entre otras, la 

bandera de deporte.  Fue primero el foot-ball, más tarde el tennis...”2  Reparaz did not 

have the order of the sports right, but the spirit of development was correct.  In 

particular, cycling, track and field, swimming, and football became popular, middle-

class forms of recreation around which both competitive and social clubs were 

organized.  As a result, by 1913 there were three hundred and seventy one sporting 

societies across Spain with the majority dedicated to football or cycling.  The largest 

concentrations were in Madrid (twenty-seven clubs), Valencia (twenty-six clubs), and 

Barcelona (seventy-one clubs).3  The core groups interested in the new activity were the 

urban middle-classes and particularly white-collar professionals, businessmen, and 

academics whose social prestige placed them closer to the upper bourgeoisie.  All three 

groups became increasingly important between 1890 and 1930 as the Spanish economy 

modernized and they needed to carve out identities for themselves within society.  

These groups were also predisposed to have connections and mentors outside of Spain 

from which they drew their interest in sport.  The athletic movement received consistent 

political support from the Spanish Liberal party that was most open to modernizing or 

“Europeanizing” the country.  Successive Liberal Prime Ministers, Ministers of 

Education, and Ministers of Development instituted a variety of programs for physical 

education, but the government could only provide limited funding and state action had 

 
2 Federico Reparaz, Deportes Atléticos (Madrid: Calpe [Biblioteca de Deportes] 1924), 10. 
3 Marcelo Sanz Romo, Ensayo de una higiene deportiva o los deportes ante la higiene (Madrid: La 
Correspondencia Militar, 1913), 11. 
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corresponding minimal effects.  Liberal-minded reformers in the Spanish military also 

took an interest in programs of physical education starting in the second half of the 

nineteenth century.  Although somewhat separated from civilian development, the 

Spanish army introduced limited gymnastics programs into its academies, and 

eventually even football itself.  These changes reflected their obvious interest in the 

physical well being of their soldiers, an embarrassing problem during the Spanish-

American War, and the military’s interest remained a permanent presence in the 

Spanish athletic world throughout the period. 

Spanish thinkers of the time also struggled with the question that plagued the 

nation for years after the 1890s-- how to regenerate the Spanish people.  The goal of 

national regeneration dominated national discussion as the failure against the United 

States in the Spanish-American War of 1898 sparked several decades of questioning 

and a generation of writers called the ‘Generation of 98.’  The first section of this 

chapter will explain this vital context of regeneracionismo.  The promoters of athletics 

sought to revitalize the nation and, therefore, anyone interested in regeneracionismo 

could easily embrace the new foreign activity.  The second section of the chapter 

discusses the sporadic early attempts to introduce athletics to Spain in the nineteenth 

century.  These attempts were driven primarily by the Spanish Liberal party, once it 

gained regular turns in the government, but they generally failed to produce much 

change.  After this background, I discuss the development of the two most important 

institutions, the Institución Libre de Enseñanza (ILE) and FGE, and their roles in 
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turning athletics into a social activity with significant importance to the Spanish middle-

classes.  Section three then addresses the importance of athletics in the academic reform 

and goals of the ILE that educated a generation of the Spanish intellectual elite, 

including many liberal politicians.  Correspondingly, section four explains the 

foundation and early development of the Sociedad Gimnástica Española (SGE) by 

Narciso Masferrar and his three companions in Madrid and the development of that 

society into the national FGE and the first national conferences and festivals.  The 

discussion of the earliest national festivals leads into a more detailed analysis of the first 

important athletic community in Spain, Barcelona in the 1890s and 1910s.  The case of 

Barcelona reveals the connections between athletic and artistic communities that existed 

in Madrid and Bilbao as well.  Both groups represented two different forms of 

conspicuous consumption through which the urban middle classes strove to forge their 

own identity that was distinct from the working class.  Finally, I carry the history of the 

FGE up to its final watershed in the 1920s when it became a truly large scale and 

successful endeavor. 

Explaining the development of the early Spanish athletic movement 

contextualizes the social environment from which football originated.  The sport began 

as a footnote in the greater sports communities of Barcelona, Madrid, and Bilbao and 

was originally viewed as a game played by foreigners.  As such, football’s early 

practice was evaluated based on its ability to improve the nation and as a minor part of 

the general athletic movement.  This historic placement is vitally important because few 
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leaders of Spanish athletics were associated with only one sport in the period between 

1900 and 1920, such as Narciso Másferrer who founded the SGE in Madrid and then 

wrote for numerous newspapers during his journalistic career in Barcelona.  Almost all 

prominent supporters of physical education had some connection to the rapidly 

developing sport of football and played a role in its development, while many others 

played important political roles within their communities.  Perhaps the clearest example 

of this is that while F.C. Barcelona, R.C.D. Español, Catala, and the other early Catalan 

football clubs were founded by different groups of friends, almost all of them were 

initially organized and held meetings in the same gymnasium, Gimnasio Solé, the local 

branch of the FGE. 

 

Industrialization, Regeneration, and the Generation of 1898 

 Many Spaniards embraced athletics because of the ongoing national crisis at the 

turn of the century.  Over the course of the 1890s, it became clear to everyone that 

Spain had failed to modernize and industrialize along with the rest of Western Europe.  

Industry was just beginning to play a significant role in the Spanish economy, but this 

centered almost entirely on pockets of development centered on Barcelona’s textile 

production and Bilbao’s nascent iron refining.  Similarly, the mining enclaves of 

Bilbao, Asturias, and Río Tinto (Andalucía) were beginning to produce substantial 

amounts of iron ore, coal, and copper, but used outdated techniques and were generally 

foreign-owned.  Even this enclave industrialization was a recent development during the 



 32

                                                

last quarter of the nineteenth century and served almost as much to highlight the 

nation’s industrial weakness as provide it with strength.  Such enclaves contrasted 

painfully with both the rest of the Spanish countryside and the vastly more advanced 

and larger scale industrial development of Britain, France, and Germany. 

 Such weakness and underdevelopment produced a period of severe self-analysis 

and criticism in turn-of-the-century Spain.  Politicians of all persuasions, journalists, 

priests, writers and anyone else who put pen to paper or waxed eloquent in a cafe strove 

to explain what had caused the nation’s degradation and degeneration and how to fix it.  

Discussions of regeneration permeated every forum imaginable ranging from political 

debates, to neighborhood cafes, to literature and led to a desire for political reform over 

the course of the 1890s.  The Countess Emilia Pardo Bazán presented the problem 

wonderfully through an allegory. 4  She joked that a duke who had put on a suit of armor 

and cannot get it off when he wants to was like Spain, which had embraced the 

trappings of its imperial past, but outgrown them and become trapped in a quixotic, 

outdated model.  Balfour elaborates that the suit of armor represents technological 

backwardness, the insular claustrophobia of Spanish society, and the outgrown and 

limiting institutions of the Spanish state, making the allegory poignant and painfully 

clear. 

 Such concern about national decadence and fears of national backsliding were 

by no means particular to Spain in nineteenth century Europe.  In Britain, the members 

 
4 Sebastian Balfour, End of the Spanish Empire 1898-1923 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 64. 
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of the anti-imperialist ‘Little England’ movement were worried about racial degradation 

in that nation’s cities.  On the continent, the French population experienced a serious 

bout of national self doubt after their defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1, 

which spurred the revival of reactionary nationalism and the xenophobia of the Dreyfus 

case in the 1890s.5  As Robert Nye has explained, the fear of national decline was 

validated by the French medical community that provided a “scientific” justification for 

political fears, a situation that would be loosely repeated by the Spanish medical 

community and the Liberal party in Spain.6  Denouncing national decadence was not 

new to Spain prior to the 1890s.  Two Carlist wars in the countryside and the disastrous 

experience of the Spanish First Republic in 1873, which spiraled into the cantonalist 

movement, had seriously undermined the faith of progressive leaders in political action.  

The quietly drifting cynicism of the early Restoration period (1875- to roughly 1900) 

only drove home the lack of faith in political reform as Antonio Cánovas de Castillo 

and Práxedes Mateo Sagasta operated a falsely democratic system run by two political 

parties which took turns fixing elections.  This political system, called caciquismo, 

provided a democratic fiction for the outside world, but allowed the elite to maintain 

control through local (and most effectively rural) leaders who controlled votes though 

client relationships.7  While blatantly corrupt, the Restoration government provided a 

 
5 See Eugene Weber, France: Fin de siècle (Cambridge, Mass: Cambridge UP, 1986), 9-26. 
6 Robert A. Nye, Crime, Madness, and Politics in Modern France: The Medical Concept of National 
Decline (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). 
7 The best works on caciquismo are Javier Tussell, Oligarquía y caciquismo en Andalusia, 1890-1923 
(Barcelona, 1976); José Varela Ortega, Los amigos políticos: partidos, elecciones y caciquismo en la 
Restauración (1875-1900) (Madrid: Alianza, 1977); and José Varela Ortega, Elecciones, alternancia y 
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period of governmental stability and peace the nation needed after the 1870s.   

Nonetheless, the Spanish Liberal Party managed to push through some 

significant pieces of legislation that would become more important over time.  The two 

most important steps were the legalization of associations in 1887 and the acceptance of 

universal suffrage in 1890.  The primary historical importance of the ley de 

asociaciones was its legalization of working-class political parties and trade unions, 

which allowed such institutions to exist legally for the first time.8  The law allowed 

Spaniards to freely form societies or associations as long as they did not undermine the 

nation’s “moral life.”  The requirements were that the society had to register with the 

local government, establish a public constitution that explained its goals, and provide 

ground rules for its internal organization.  As long as they remained small, sports groups 

were not strictly required to register and many did not over the years.  However, once a 

club took on a public persona and reached a high level of participation it did become a 

requirement.  Essentially, registration under the ley de asociaciones provided sports 

clubs with a legal right to exist and served as recognition by the government that their 

goal was positive and beneficial to the nation.  This recognition was particularly 

important because of the rationale that physical education would help revitalize the 

nation.  Nonetheless, by the twentieth century the Restoration governments were 

 
democracia: España-México, una reflexión comparativa (Madrid : Biblioteca Nueva, 2000). 
8 Antonio Buj Buj,  “La cuestión urbana en los informes de la Comisión de Reformas Sociales,” in 
Ciencia e ideología en la Ciudad (II). I Coloquio Interdepartamental Valencia,1991, eds. Horacio Capel, 
José María López Piñero and José Pardo (Valencia: Generalitat Valenciana/Conselleria d'Obres 
Públiques, Urbanisme i Transports, 1994), 73-86.  Also available in the Universidad de Barcelona’s 
online journal Scripta Vetera: Edición Electrónica de Trabajos Publicados sobre Geografía y Ciencias 
Sociales. 
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becoming painfully repressive and stifled attempts at real political participation and 

movements for change. 

 These ideas and problems existed as a general feeling of discontent throughout 

the 1890s, but were crystallized into a desire for action by Spain’s humiliating defeat at 

the hands of the United States in the spring of 1898.  Up to that point, most of Spain’s 

citizens had hoped that the situation was not as bad as it appeared.  There had been 

improvements in the 1890s, with Spain producing its first railroad engines and ironclad 

ships and the Basque iron and coal industries having clearly improved.  However, when 

the Spanish Atlantic Squadron under Admiral Cervera y Topete was wiped out with 323 

killed and 151 wounded by an American fleet under Admiral William Sampson that lost 

one sailor in the engagement on July 3, 1898-- hope no longer remained.9

 What did remain was finally coming to grips with the nation’s fall from power, 

after almost a century of denial, and looking for ways to fix Spain’s problems.  The 

movement that developed strove to ‘regenerate’ the nation and return Spain to the glory 

and power it held during the two centuries following the discovery of the New World 

by Columbus in 1492.10  For many thinkers, regenerationismo required reflection upon 

the “soul” of the country, the significance of the nation’s history, and what Spain 

 
9 Balfour, Spanish Empire, 37. 
10 There is a large amount of literature and historiography that deal with the regeneration movement, the 
effects of the events of 1898, and the writers of the Generation of 1898 who developed afterwards.  Good 
works on the topic include Juan Pablo Fusi and A. Niño eds., Vísperas del 98: orígenes y antecedentes de 
la crisis del 98 (Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 1997), Juan Pan-Montojo ed., Más se perdió en Cuba: 
España, 1898 y la crisis de fin de siglo (Madrid: Alianza, 1998), Cristóbal Robles Muñoz, 1898: 
diplomacia y opinión (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1991), Rafael Sánchez 
Mantero ed., En torno al “98”: España en el tránsito del siglo XIX al XX, 2 vols. (Huelva: Universidad 
de Huelva, 2000). 
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needed to become.11  Lucas Mallada’s Los males de la patria y la futura revolución, 

Miguel de Unamuno’s En torno de casticismo, and Ángel Ganivet’s Idearium español 

all strove to identify what Spain and the Spanish race should embody, even before the 

events of 1898.12  The war provided popular support for these attempts at reform that 

drew heavily on middle-class intellectuals and leaders who suggested a variety of 

reforms from all sections of the political landscape.  Numerous books were written in 

the years after 1898 that analyzed the causes for the defeat and sought for answers to 

solve the nation’s “problem.”  Between 1898 and 1901, Joaquín Costa wrote 

Reconstrucción y europeización de España and Oligarquía y caciquismo, Ricardo 

Macías Picavea penned El problema nacional, Luis Morote produced La moral de la 

derrota, and Rafael Altamira completed Psicología del pueblo español.13  These books, 

and others, continued to develop archetypes of the Spaniard and generally looked to 

Europe and the Americas for ways to revitalize the race and the nation.  As time passed, 

regenerationist thought increasingly emphasized the importance of embracing science 

and medicine to revitalize the nation.  As early as 1906, José Ortega y Gasset asserted 

directly that “Europe = science” and, in that same year, Dr. Santiago Ramón y Cajal 

won the Nobel Prize in Medicine for his studies on the structure of the human nervous 

 
11 Juan Pablo Fusi, Un siglo de España: la cultura (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 1999). 
12 Lucas Mallada, Los males de la patria y la futura revolución (Madrid: Manual Gines Hernández, 
1890), Miguel de Unamuno, En torno de casticismo (1895; reprint, Madrid: Alianza, 2000),  Ángel 
Ganivet, Idearium español (1897; reprint, Salamanca: Almar, 1999). 
13 Joaquín Costa, Reconstitución y europeización de España (1899; reprint, Madrid: Instituto de Estudios 
de Administración Local, 1981), Joaquín Costa, Oligarquía y caciquismo (1902; reprint, Madrid: Alianza, 
1984), Ricardo Macías Picavea, El problema nacional (1899; reprint, Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 1996), 
Luis Morote, La moral de la derrota (1900; reprint, Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 1997), Rafael Altamira, 
Psicología del pueblo español (1901; reprint, Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 1997). 
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system.14  Science and medicine became an increasingly important focus within Spain 

over the 1910s and 1920s as a way to modernize and Europeanize the nation.   

Reformers put forward comprehensive plans of public works to develop infrastructure 

that included developing irrigation schemes, funding agrarian credit plans, 

decentralizing government, increasing investment in education, reforming the judiciary, 

establishing a social security system, and extending canal and railway networks to 

improve communication and transport.  Connected to these mostly economic proposals 

were political ones that demanded electoral reform to abolish caciquismo.  The 

reformers also wanted to obtain money for state economic investment by reducing 

military and bureaucratic spending that were rife with fraud and produced little. 

These reformers strove to make Spain more like the successful nations of 

northern Europe and often openly described their goal as “Europeanization.”  The most 

powerful reform leader was Joaquín Costa, a graduate of the ILE from mountainous 

Aragon, who provides a symbol for the confusion and contradiction within 

regeneracionismo.  Costa fought primarily for radical reform in the countryside by 

building public irrigation systems, opening new markets in Africa, and collectivizing 

peasant action, yet he saw these reforms as a defense of tradition and an attempt to 

retain the world of the small farmer typical in northern Spain.15  Costa fought hard in 

the years after 1898 to organize a new political party that fought for regenerationist 

ideals on behalf of workers and peasants.  He organized a Producers’ Assembly in late 

 
14 Fusi, Un siglo de España, 48-49. 
15 Balfour, Spanish Empire, 72-3. 
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1898 to promote the goals of reform that developed into a Chambers of Commerce 

movement that focused on his ideas, but failed to develop beyond short-term lobbying.  

Eventually the Chambers movement fizzled as middle-class enthusiasm waned and 

socialist leaders, including Pablo Iglesias, founder of the Socialist party, denounced the 

movement as bourgeois.16  By 1902, the regenerationist movement as political action 

had mostly failed.  In desperation, Costa posited the idea of an “iron surgeon,” 

essentially a powerful dictator who could break through the political immobility of the 

government and enforce reform.  Despite his liberal goals, therefore, Costa eventually 

embraced a reactionary method for reform and retired, dispirited, to his home in 

Aragon. 

Part of the difficulty Costa’s movement faced was that numerous other groups 

had their own answers to the nation’s failure.  Conservative Catholic traditionalists 

argued that the nation had failed in 1898 because it had drifted away from its ideals and 

national identity.  To conservatives, modern European reforms represented cancerous 

foreign ideas that had infiltrated Spanish cities and produced national weakness by 

corrupting the hallowed traditions and beliefs of the Spanish imperial age.  The thinker 

Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, for example, defended this glorification of Spanish 

imperial history, the national literature and their role as the source of Spanish strength.  

From his appointment as chair of Spanish literature in 1877, his role as director of the 

National Library, particularly from the 1890s until his death in 1912, Menéndez y 

 
16 El Imparcial, 13 March 1899. 
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Pelayo dedicated himself to the collection and maintenance of Spanish literary classics 

and sought to make the national tradition available to everyone.17  He helped turn the 

great images of the past like Columbus, El Cid, and the Catholic Kings into national 

icons and models to be followed to enforce conservative values.  Conservative Catholic 

thought, then, saw attempts to modernize Spain as the source of the national problem 

and fought for a reassertion of Catholic education and the veneration of these symbols. 

Although both the political left, embodied by Costa, and the political right, represented 

by Menéndez y Pelayo, sought regeneration after the Spanish-American War, they 

envisioned very different ways to achieve this and largely cancelled one another out.  

Nonetheless, regeneracionismo remained an important movement for almost thirty 

years after 1898 and continued to influence the thinking of most leading intellectuals in 

the country, including Miguel de Unamuno, Ramiro de Maeztu, Pío Baroja, Azorín, and 

José Ortega y Gasset.18   

Regeneracionismo also became popular again in the late 1910s and 1920s, as the 

Restoration system fell apart and working-class unions developed across the country.  

In Barcelona, the anarchist Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores (CNT) rapidly 

increased in numbers, while in Madrid and the industrial northern coast the socialist 

Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT) rose to political importance.  Both working class 

unions demanded a voice and organized strikes and street fighting that repeatedly 
 

17 Adolfo Bonilla y San Martín, Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo (1856-1912) (Madrid: Fortanet, 1914), 
169-174. 
18 A good discussion of the intellectual effects of 1898 is Juan Carlos Sánchez Illán, La nación 
inacabada: los intelectuales y el proceso de construcción nacional (1900-1914) (Madrid: Biblioteca 
Nueva, 2002). 
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paralyzed the Spanish government.  Between 1917 and 1923, sixteen different 

governments were formed as the political instability reached its peak and it became 

clear that something would have to be done to provide stability.  In response, General 

Primo de Rivera launched a coup in 1923 and established himself as a self-styled 

regeneracionista dictator.  Primo strove to be the “iron surgeon” Costa had envisioned, 

by breaking through the government’s gridlock, creating peace in the streets, and 

forcing through numerous reforms. 

These events are traditionally viewed negatively in Spanish historiography 

because of the failure to enact the political, economic, and institutional changes 

traditionally recognized as the hallmarks of development.  Historians have concentrated 

on the air of discontent and disillusion among the progressive intellectuals and middle 

classes, the development of working class organizations, and the deterioration of the 

institutions of the government that developed in the 1910s and 1920s.  However, these 

events also brought a resurgence of regeneracionista thought.  Included among these 

was the smaller campaign for physical regeneration, which mostly avoided the battle 

over what the nation represented and could be assimilated first into urban, middle-class 

life, and then into the working classes, without being seen as a threat to the political 

status quo.   

The introduction and expansion of athletics and physical culture was one of 

these smaller campaigns for national regeneration that drew support both in the years 

directly after 1898 and throughout the 1910s and 1920s.  Advocates of physical 
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education like Narciso Másferrer and the professors of the ILE sought to revitalize the 

Spanish race by making it physically strong and capable through rational gymnastic 

activity and practice.  As Salvadore López Gómez suggested in the 1902 conference of 

the FGE, they wanted to create a strong body in which to develop strong minds.  Or as 

López had phrased it earlier at the 1900 conference, the “manera de armonizar la 

educación física con la intelectual y la moral durante todo el período educativo, 

desenvolviendo la educación integral.”19  López, a teacher from Seville, argued that 

defending the patria required the brain, the arm, and the heart and that physical exercise 

developed all three.  He even referred specifically to shooting and military gymnastics 

as important means of producing capable new Spaniards.  López concluded with the 

metaphor that trying to rebuild Spain without developing the citizens of the nation 

physically would be like constructing a building without laying the foundation. 

In fact, almost every proponent of physical education seized upon 

regenerationismo during the years directly after 1898.  The argument implanted modern 

ideas drawn from England, Germany, and France and thus satisfied liberal modernizers, 

but it also emphasized classical ideas of physical culture and masculine, military 

gymnastics that made it acceptable to conservatives as well.  Throughout the fin-de-

siècle period, supporters of athletics fought for the inclusion of physical exercise in 

schools and emphasized its role in developing youths in particular.  They defended this 

 
19 Salvadore López Gómez, Segunda Asamblea General de la Federación Gimnástica Española (Sevilla: 
El Mercantil, Francisco de P. Díaz, 1900), 5-8, 13.  The idea of “harmonizing” the physical and the 
mental in education is even promoted by López as the theme of the conference. 
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goal with every resource they could find, from scientific literature and medical papers to 

connections between the mind and the body set forth by the ancient Greeks.  They 

reinforced their “scientific” approach with anatomical and pedagogical discussions of 

all the popular sports of the time and the physical and moral advantages and 

disadvantages that they provided.  For example, they defended team competitions by 

calling upon the ancient world, finding corollaries in the educational systems of Britain, 

and making connections to the modern Olympic movement.  Independent societies were 

founded throughout the nation to promote and organize specific sports as well as a 

larger umbrella organization for the development of gymnastics and sport in general, 

the RSGE. 

Physical regeneration remained important as the Restoration system gradually 

disintegrated and Barcelona, in particular, devolved into urban violence.  In this period, 

arguments for physical regeneration were refined and supporters increasingly applied 

medical science to validate their arguments.  In 1919, Doctor Joaquín Decref lectured 

on the continuing “necesidad de organizar e implantar en España los laboratorios de 

deportes.” 20  His ideas were well received by a wide and educated audience at the 

meetings of the Sociedad Española de Gimnástica held in Seville and he later had his 

lecture published by the Biblioteca de Vida y Ciencia.  In fact, the Biblioteca de Vida y 

Ciencia itself was a series of publications that focused primarily on the health and 

welfare of the nation and its existence alone reflected the resurgent interest in physical 

 
20 Joaquín Decref y Ruiz, Necesidad de implantar en España los laboratorios de deportes: conferencia 
dada en La Sociedad Española de Gimnástica (Sevilla: Tipografía “La Exposición,” 1919). 
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education.  Similarly in Educación fisica in 1925, Emilio Poras argued that although 

strides had been taken, more needed to be done for Spain to physically recover and 

again become important in the world.  The nation had clearly advanced and changed 

significantly from the 1890s in its approach to physical culture, but the impulse towards 

physical regeneration continued through the early 1920s. 

 

The Early History of Spanish Athletics 

 The story of Spanish athletics starts in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

when there were sporadic attempts to introduce forms of athletics and gymnastic 

exercise into Spain through military and academic institutions.  Few of these had much 

effect, but they reveal two important groups that were interested in introducing and 

using physical culture, the Liberal political party and progressive individuals within the 

Spanish military.  In 1853, gymnastics was introduced into the Escuela de Ingenieros 

Militares and later in the Toledo military academy as a means of keeping officers 

physically fit and able to lead the country.21  Similarly, shooting schools were opened 

across the nation to promote better skill and training among the military.  Gymnastics 

and shooting were two forms of physical education that it was natural for the military to 

embrace, and in Germany there was a parallel development of military gymnastics and 

shooting clubs in the mid-1800s.  By 1878-79, another traditional form of competition, 

horseracing, drew interest from various groups in Madrid and the first hippodrome was 

 
21 Rafael Rodríguez Ruiz, Estudio de la gimnástica desde punto de vista de la higiénica pública 
(Barcelona: Tipografía ‘La Academia,’1902), 79-81. 



 44

                                                

built in the capital off of Calle Castellana.  The work was supported by King Alfonso 

XII and the third Count of Toreno, who was Minister of Development at the time, and 

its location in the wealthy northern region of the city reflected the aristocratic and high 

bourgeois nature of its supporters.  At a cost of 4,651,311 pesetas, they built a track on 

17,236 square meters of land with the stated goal of “the improvement of the [Spanish] 

race.”  It provided a valuable precedent for building all sorts of grounds for athletic 

competitions in Madrid.22

 These minor, but significant, early brushes with various forms of physical 

training by the crown and the military were early examples of the military regeneration 

that was part of Spain’s complex mix of ideologies.  Despite the later ultra-

conservative, Catholic image of the Spanish military that resulted from Franco’s 

dictatorship, the Spanish military had a tradition of liberalism in the nineteenth century.  

The revolution of 1868 largely resulted from military involvement, so it is not 

surprising that sporadic attempts to institute European gymnastic programs and shooting 

schools were made within the Spanish military over the second half of the nineteenth 

century.  Nor did this tradition entirely disappear in the early twentieth century.23  One 

of the most important late-Restoration generals, Ricardo Burguete, was a strong admirer 

of Nietzsche, the theory of vitalism, and other new European ideas.  He gained a 

reputation as member of the Generation of ’98, which allowed him to break the barriers 

 
22 Marcelo Sanz Romo, Ensayo de una higiene deportiva o los deportes ante le higiene (Madrid: La 
Correspondencia Militar, 1913), 122. 
23 Geoffrey Jensen, Irrational Triumph: Culture of Despair, Military Nationalism, and the Ideological 
Origins of Franco’s Spain (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2002), 5-16, 18-129. 
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between military and civilian thought.  Similarly, Enrique Ruiz-Fornells was an 

important turn-of-the-century military leader with a liberal and scientific approach that 

echoed physical regeneration.  He played a prominent role in military pedagogy, 

emphasized the importance of “military morals,” and made arguments very similar to 

those of British muscular Christianity and French gymnastics.  He emphasized that the 

military should imbue morals in its soldiers, just as the French believed gymnastics and 

exercise did in its participants.  Ruiz-Fornells’ “European” and scientific outlook even 

led him to be a co-founder of the Escuela Central de Tiro, a gunnery school that 

emphasized the importance of active practice. 

This strain of military thought meant that some in the Spanish army were willing 

to embrace new programs of athletics and physical education concurrently with the 

civilian population.  As a result, military organizations and their institution of athletic 

programs between 1890 and 1930 recurred regularly on the fringes of civilian 

developments as participants in the developing athletic world.  In fact, one of the most 

important and prolific early proponents of sport, Marcelo Sanz, had strong military ties.  

Sanz ran a gymnasium in Madrid located just off of the calle del Prado, one of the best 

neighborhoods in the city.24  He named the gym “Gimnasio higiénico y sala de armas,” 

emphasizing both the regenerationist, hygiene angle and the militaristic tradition.  At 

least one of Sanz’s books was published by La Correspondencia Militar, and he 

regularly employed military language and metaphors while writing.  Essentially, he 

 
24 Sanz, Ensayo, 125. 
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provided a bridge between the civilian and military athletic communities by catering to 

both worlds and making clear that both supported the athletic movement to some 

degree. 

Various Liberal governments in the early Restoration period also took an 

interest and enacted a series of official establishments that promoted the development of 

athletics from the late 1870s onward and opened the door to the major developments 

after 1898.  In 1883, Práxedes Mateo Sagasta’s Liberal government obtained a Royal 

Decree approving the idea of a school to produce gymnastics teachers.  On April 1, 

1887, the Escuela Central de Gimnástica opened in Madrid under the direction of 

Doctor Mariano Marcos Ordax, with the support of the Liberal party.25  The school only 

lasted five years, closing in 1892 because of a lack of paying participants, but it 

established Ordax’s reputation and prominence in athletic endeavors and trained the 

first generation of physical education teachers in Spain.  Then during another Sagasta 

government from 1892 to 1895, Segismundo Moret, as Minister of Development, 

brought real governmental power to bear in favor of physical education.  Moret was one 

of the leading Liberal politicians of the period and later became prime minister himself 

in 1905, 1906, and 1909.  He was also a founder and president of the ILE and is a good 

example of the connections between the democratic wing of the Liberal Party and the 

movement for educational reform.  First, Moret used a royal decree to establish ten 

 
25 Ricardo Gurriarán Rodríguez, Aportación de la Institución Libre de Enseñanza a la educación física 
del siglo XIX (Santiago de Compostela: Tórculo Artes Gráficas, 1996), 49-50; Pedro Zorrilla Sanz, La 
educación física en la enseñaza secundaria pública a través de los programas de  formación de 
profesorado (1883-1936) (Madrid: Doctoral Thesis Universidad Politécnica de Madrid, 2000). 
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Catedráticos de Gimnástica in the Institutos Cabeza de Distrito Universitario.  Then in 

September 1893, he extended support to the gymnastics professors by granting them 

2,000 pesetas at the university level and 1,000 pesetas at lower levels.  Moret even went 

beyond the appointment of professors of gymnastics and attempted to make gymnastics 

obligatory in all the institutos of the nation for the 1893-4 year, establishing two 

excursions monthly for students (basically field trips), and calling for the establishment 

of rules for hygienic education.26  Two decrees in 1894 clarified the rights and 

categories of Professors of Gymnastics and the requirements for study of the subject, 

these rules were further amended in 1895 and 1896.27  This was all part of Moret’s 

general secondary school reforms that included nearly tripling the number of required 

courses for students, including classes in the sciences and civics, and establishing 

annual courses in mathematics and languages.28  Although most of Moret’s reforms 

were repealed in 1895, when the Conservative Party returned to power, but during the 

years between 1895 and 1901 there was another barrage of Royal decrees, orders, and 

acts by Liberal governments that further developed and regulated gymnastic activities in 

schools.  The Liberal Party, therefore, recognized the value of athletics and strove to 

implement them, but official decrees alone could not bring physical education into 

practice.  In particular, these acts (like most educational decrees of the period) all had a 

very limited effect because the Conservative leaders either removed or under funded the 
 

26 Gurriarán Rodríguez, Institución Libre de Enseñanza, 50.  These goals were embodied in Real Orden 
1-IX-1893. 
27 Miguel Piernavieja del Pozo, El libro deportivo español (Madrid: Imp. Vda. 1965). 
28 Carolyn Boyd, Historia Patria: Politics, History, and National Identity in Spain, 1875-1975 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), 37-38. 
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programs when they were in power.  Therefore, attempts at reform through government 

action swung back and forth depending on which party was in power. 

This limited and sporadic government support for physical education in Spain 

contrasted starkly with the development of athletics in other Western European 

countries and even in Japan.  Rafael Rodríguez Ruíz made this point explicitly in his 

1902 dissertation Estudio de la gimnástica desde punto de vista de la higiénica publica.  

Rodríguez went into depth discussing the development of gymnastic programs in 

Germany, Belgium, Denmark, France, Holland, Switzerland, and Japan, all benefiting 

from government subsidies.   

    1898  1899  1900 
Belgium 137  141  538 
Austria  483  503  538 
France  530  544  640 
Switzerland 493  521  539 
Italy  104  104  104 
Hungary 45  45  45 
Netherlands 111  130  133 
Norway 25  30  35 
Sweden 15  15  15 
Table 1.1  Athletic Clubs across Europe at the Turn of the Century 29

 
This table lists the numbers of athletic societies in various countries at the end of the 

century, and he estimated that in Switzerland there was one athletic club for every 82 

 
29 Rafael Rodríguez Ruiz, Estudio de la gimnástica desde punto de vista de la higiénica publica 
(Barcelona: Tipografía ‘La Academia,’ 1902), 67. 
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people and in Germany one club for every 91 people.30  Clearly, Spain was far behind 

the rest of Europe in developing athletic societies and Rodríguez, at least, laid the blame 

squarely on the lack of government support. 

The journalistic community was also becoming interested in sports in the 1890s.  

The first newspaper, El Gimnasta, was the Sociedad Gimnástica Española’s (SGE) 

early organ/newsletter and began publication in 1887.  In 1889, a new newspaper, El 

Sport, appeared and survived until 1892, while in 1893 two more newspapers, El 

Pelotari and Crónica de Sport, began publication, with the latter newspaper surviving 

until at least 1896.  A new round of athletically oriented newspapers appeared in the last 

years of the 1890s and early 1900s that would become important in the early movement.  

Included among these were Los Deportes (1897) and its early rival Barcelona Sport, 

while in Madrid, Arte y Sport (1903) and Gran Mundo y Sport (1906) appeared.  Most 

of these small newspapers did not survive very long and only produced editions two or 

three times a month, but as time went on they became increasingly successful and the 

many different ventures demonstrated that a significant market for sports publications 

was developing, even if it was not yet a mature one.  It is also notable that almost all of 

these reviews used the English word “sport” in their title, providing a clear example of 

the foreign influences athletics represented.  The most important and influential of all 

these newspapers was easily the Barcelona paper Los Deportes.  In 1899, it became the 

official organ of the FGE and was the central forum for the vibrant Barcelona athletic 

 
30 Rodríguez Ruiz, Estudio de la gimnástica, 68. 
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community.  Los Deportes published some of the fundamental works of the period in its 

pages, including several manifestos on the FGE and the athletic movement’s goals and 

Hans Gamper’s legendary advertisement inviting people to an organizational meeting 

for a “foot-ball” team that was the origin of FC Barcelona.  Nonetheless, these political 

and newspaper salvos were scattered and disorganized, and the only significantly lasting 

developments came in the 1890s.  Rafael Rodríguez was quite correct to argue in his 

1902 doctoral thesis, Estudio de la gimnástica desde punto de vista de la higiénica 

pública, that for most of the nineteenth century “Spain was a desert on this topic” and to 

limit his account of physical education within the Spain prior to 1902 to an appendix. 

The two most fundamental groups in the early development of the sporting 

community in Spain were the ILE and the SGE/FGE.  Based in Madrid, the ILE was 

founded in 1876 to provide an alternative to the state controlled universities and 

introduce progressive education to the country; the leaders of the ILE even took Eton, 

Harrow, and Oxbridge as their model directly even though those schools were not seen 

as “progressive” within Britain itself.  Similarly, the SGE was founded in Madrid in 

1889 and initially drew its inspiration from the French, German, and Swedish gymnastic 

societies.  The influence of both groups, however, quickly spread out of Madrid and 

into Barcelona and Bilbao, where those two cities swiftly became the most vibrant 

sporting communities in the nation prior to the Spanish Civil War.  Both organizations 

primarily consisted of the urban middle classes because of the equipment costs and free 

time required for participation, but strove to include both the elite and a few members of 
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the working class, and both wholeheartedly accepted the argument for physical 

improvement.  The two organizations became training grounds for the leaders of the 

athletic communities and produced most of the first generation of athletics activists in 

Spain.  For example, the ILE graduated many men who went on to play vital roles in the 

development of sport within Spain, yet the Institution itself never developed an interest 

in athletics beyond its pedagogical mission. 

 

Role of the Institución Libre Enseñanza 

 The desire for physical education in schools provided the earliest impetus for the 

implantation of sport in Spain.  As in most areas of educational reform, the much 

heralded Institución Libre de Enseñanza of Madrid spearheaded this desire.  While the 

history of the ILE has received thorough scholarly attention over the years, it is still 

important to explain its development and ideology to understand its role in Spanish 

physical culture.31  The school’s center and leader was Francisco Giner de los Ríos 

(1839-1915), a catedrático of the Philosophy of Law at the University of Madrid who 

would become the leader and most lionized figure of the Institución.  The ILE was 

founded in 1876 as a ‘free school’ dedicated to intellectual freedom and its most 

enduring legacy was its primary school in Madrid that educated an entire generation of 

 
31 For more thorough discussions of the ILE see Antonio Jimenez-Landi, La Institución Libre de 
Enseñanza y su ambiente (Madrid: Taurus, 1973), Vincente Cacho Viu, La Institución Libre de 
Enseñanza (Madrid: Rialp, 1962), Fernando Millán Sánchez, La revolución laica: De la Institución Libre 
de Enseñanza a las escuela de la República (Valencia: Fernando Torres, 1983), and María Nieves Gómez 
García, Educación y pedagogía en el pensamiento de Giner de los Ríos (Seville: Publicaciones de la 
Universidad, 1983). 
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Spanish liberals.  The ILE educators focused on primary education and founded a 

primary school two years later in 1878.  After 1881, the Institutión also focused on 

political and cultural reform and it succeeded in educating many of the most important 

thinkers and politicians of the early twentieth century, although it never attained great 

numbers.   

 The Institución’s ideological leadership was provided by Giner de los Ríos, who 

studied under Julián Sanz del Río in the 1850s and joined Sanz del Río in the adoption 

of Krausism, a school of thought based on the works of the German philosopher Karl 

Friedrich Krause.32  Krausism granted God’s place as creator of the universe, but argued 

that he did not subsequently intervene in the world.  Mankind, therefore, needed to 

progress and develop towards God’s image through the application of its own rational 

and moral nature.  In Krausism, then, the development of moral law and right becomes 

the result of human agency, rational thought, and individual trial and error.  Within a 

Spanish nation that had all but ignored the Reformation and Enlightenment, the 

adoption of such a theory proved to be an act of protest that set the ILE at odds with 

most of the establishment.   

In comparison, the Spanish education system had remained (and would remain 

until at least the end of the Franco dictatorship) thoroughly dominated by Catholic 

schools and educational methods.  Catholic dominance continued because the 

 
32 For Krausism see Juan López-Morillas, The Krausist Movement and Ideological Change in Spain, 
1854-1874, trans. Frances M. López-Morillas (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981) and Elías 
Díaz, La filosofía social del krausismo español (Madrid: EDICUSA, 1973). 
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Conservative party blocked most attempts at governmental reform and limited state 

funding of public education.33  In 1857, the Moderado politician Claudio Moyano 

pushed through the Cortes a law to stimulate national education that was a compromise 

between the competing aims of church and state.  The Ley Moyano remained the 

cornerstone of the Spanish education system until well into the twentieth century, but it 

was often loosely interpreted or openly ignored in schools across the nation.  Most of 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century attempts at educational reform consisted 

of fighting to enforce the 1857 law and produced bitter battles between liberals and 

conservatives.  Both Catholic and state schools emphasized textbooks, used the 

catechistic technique of question and answer learning, and emphasized the rote 

memorization of answers.  These approaches were enshrined not only as the teaching 

method, but also in the examinations required for governmental positions.  Legal and 

judicial exams could only be successfully passed by focusing one’s study on the 

questions that would be asked and this practice discriminated against anyone taught 

using a different educational method, such as that of the ILE. 

Giner de los Ríos and leaders of the ILE fought to challenge this traditional, 

Catholic education system and to modernize or Europeanize education throughout the 

country.  Among the ILE’s goals was a commitment to physical education and its 

implantation within Spain’s public and private school systems.34  The school’s leaders 

 
33 For the definitive work on the failure of Spanish education reform see Carolyn Boyd’s Historia Patria. 
34 By far the best work on physical education in the ILE is Francisco López Serra, La Institución Libre de 
Enseñanza: historia de la educación física de 1876 a 1898 (Madrid: Gymnos, 1998).  López deals with 
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explicitly blended Giner’s ideas with the desire for “active learning” that took education 

beyond the book.  The introduction of athletics simply took their pedagogical approach 

beyond the classroom as well.  Not surprisingly, the organ of the ILE, the Boletín de la 

Institución Libre Enseñaza (BILE), is filled with articles addressing multiple ways of 

melding athletics and education.  Between 1879 and 1906, the BILE was filled with 

articles on physical education with over 148 articles at least mentioning some aspect of 

physical fitness.  The greatest concentration of articles came in the mid-1880s and 

1890s, when the regeneration movement was beginning to coalesce and new methods of 

education streamed into the organization through increased contact with the rest of 

Europe.    

The articles discussed a wide range of topics related to physical exercise and 

strove to explain why they were so important to the ILE’s missions and the recovery of 

the nation in general.  A variety of authors contributed pieces on physical education’s 

role in general pedagogy and improving educational techniques.  For example in articles 

on manual work, military exercises, and programs for normal and primary schools, 

Manuel Cossío argued that physical education was necessary to produce fully-rounded 

citizens.  Other authors, such as Ricardo Rubio, focused specifically on physical 

education.  Rubio contributed sixteen articles between 1882 and 1906 on athletics, the 

role of games in education, the past and present of physical education, the scholarly 

 
both the theory and application of sport in the ILE in a detailed scholarly manner. 
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gymnasium, and a brief program on physical education.35  His main theme through 

these articles was the advanced used of physical education in the countries of Europe 

and how physical education and an active approach to learning could produce more 

complete citizens.  Other thinkers who had articles on physical education published in 

the BILE included Alfredo Calderón (1879), Angelo Mosso and Pedro Blanco Suárez 

(1894), Ilirio Guimerá (1889), and Adolfo Buylla (1890).  Francisco Giner de los Ríos 

himself even contributed an article on “Los problemas de la educación física.”36  Some 

writers addressed anatomical topics, such as the French doctor, F. Lagrange, who wrote 

an article in 1895 on the “Función del cerebro en el ejercicio.”  Lagrange argued that 

both the brain and the muscles reacted similarly when used and could thus be trained to 

function on a higher level.  The inclusion of articles by Angelo Mosso also represented 

this “scientific” approach because he was an internationally known Italian 

pharmacologist and physiologist.37  His expertise was studies of fatigue and the effects 

of altitude on physical performance.  Adolfo Buylla in his 1885 article, “La educación 

física y moral en las universidades” that spanned fifteen pages and three issues of the 

BILE, picked up the themes of muscular Christianity and portrayed athletics as a school 

of morals and team play.38   

 
35 Manuel Cossío and Ricardo Rubio’s numerous articles on physical education are listed under their 
names in the bibliography. 
36 Francisco Giner de los Ríos, “Los problemas de la educación física,” BILE 12 (1888): 157-58. 
37 John, Hoberman, Mortal Engines: The Science of Performance and the Dehumanization of Sport (New 
York: MacMillan, 1992). 
38 F. Lagrange, “Función del cerebro en el ejercicio,” BILE 19 (1895): 68-73, 107-110, 148-152, 171-177, 
199-207 and  Adolfo Buylla, “La educación física y moral en las Universidades,” BILE 9 (1885): 202-07, 
213-216, 227-231. 
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Another popular topic was the establishment of “colonias escolares,” essentially 

summer camps, and excursions from the classroom.  These were put into action 

sporadically in the end of the nineteenth century.  For example, fieldwork in the 

countryside became popular among naturalists of the Cátedras de Historia Natural at the 

Facultad de Ciencias de Barcelona and a few courses on physical education were 

offered at the University of Oviedo as early as the 1890s.39  Similar excursionist trips 

were held in Murcia by a Sr. Medel and significant interest in excursions developed in 

the ILE.  Articles in the BILE focused on both the theory of such ventures and reports 

from actual excursions that were organized.  The central article addressing the theory of 

these summer camps was Manuel Cossío’s “Las colonias escolares de vacaciones” 

which explained the general goals and upcoming plans for such programs over the 

1880s.40  Cossío reported back the next year on how the programs turned out in 1888 

and detailed the lessons his students had learned during the trip to the countryside.  

Several years later reported Berta Wilhelm de Dávila reported on a similar program in 

Granada.41  The largest series of excursions came between 1894 and 1900 when the 

Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos organized four excursionist programs at Miraflores 

de la Sierra.  They reported back on the success of these programs annually as the 

program developed and refined that idea of using the larger world as a classroom.42  The 

 
39 Rodríguez Ruiz, Estudio de la gimnástica, 79-81. 
40 Manuel Cossío, “La colonias escolares de vacaciones,” BILE 12 (1888): 205-210, 217-19. 
41 Manuel Cossío, “La colonias escolares en 1888,” BILE 13 (1889): 225-28, 241-44; Berta Wilhelm de 
Dávila, “La primera colonia de vacaciones en Granada,” BILE 15 (1891): 177-84. 
42 Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos, “Cuenta de ingresos y gastos de la cantidades invertidas en la 
colonia escolar de vacaciones organizadas por la Corporación en el verano de 1894, en Miraflores de la 
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ILE’s interest in excursions was part of its larger interest in active education.43  Besides 

organizing excursions, they equipped their classrooms with maps, laboratories, and 

animals for dissection and took their students on trips to museums, monuments, and 

factories to make their lessons more real and tangible.  The use of scholarly excursions 

was, therefore, fundamental to the ILE’s ideology and fit it smoothly with the inclusion 

of athletics. 

The appropriate role for girls in physical education also received attention in the 

BILE as was only appropriate because the ILE itself was coed and included young girls 

in the games its students played at school.  Some authors dealt with the role of women 

in education in general, such as Concepción Arenal who wrote “La educación de la 

mujer” and Berta Wilhelm de Dávila who discussed a woman’s capability for all the 

professions.  These writers challenged the social mores that dictated certain roles to 

women and argued that young girls needed the same opportunity for play as boys so 

that their strength, mobility, and respiratory systems were strong and made them 

capable contributors to society.44  A few authors even focused specifically on physical 

education for women as well.  The most prominent of these were Angelo Mosso, 

Joaquin Sama, and Aniceto Sela, who all wrote articles on the physical education of 

 
Sierra,” BILE 19 (1895): 254-56; Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos, “La segunda colonia escolar,” BILE 
21 (1897): 284-85; Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos, “La tercera colonia escolar,” BILE 22 (1898): 
381-84; Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos, “Excursiones a pie desde Madrid,” BILE 23 (1899): 320, 
350-52; Corporación de Antiguos Alumnos, “La quinta colonia de vacaciones,” BILE 24 (1900): 382-84. 
43 Boyd, Historia Patria, 32-33. 
44 Concepción Arenal, “La educación de la mujer,” BILE 16 (1892): 305-13; Berta Wilhelm de Dávila, 
“Aptitud de la mujer para todos las profesiones,” BILE 17 (1893): 97-102, 113-118, 129-133. 
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women in the late 1880s and early 1890s.45  All three suggested that physically fit 

women could play larger roles in the nation as both stronger mothers and more capable 

workers themselves. 

A wide array of the articles in the BILE discussed the foreign implantations of 

and conferences on sport.  These articles provide important clues suggesting where the 

members of the ILE and in the entire Spanish sports movement got the inspiration and 

models for its activities.  Many authors of BILE articles reported on international 

conferences on education with references to the role of physical education.  The BILE 

included reports from the International Conference on Education held in Brussels in 

1890 and a psychology conference held in Munich in 1896, to name only a pair of 

examples.  Others reported on conferences that dealt directly with hygiene and physical 

fitness such Aniceto Sela’s 1887 report on discussions about scholarly hygiene in the 

Academia de Paris and a report on the conference on physical education held in London 

in 1892.46  These reports familiarized the Spanish with the fear of physical degeneration 

related to the horrible living conditions in cities such as London and Paris.  They also 

introduced programs like excursionism that the European hygienic movements were 

using to improve physical capability among its citizens and that could be copied in 

Spain. 

Other authors emphasized their foreign connection and the leadership the ILE 

 
45 Angelo Mosso, “La educación física de la mujer,” BILE 16 (1892): 129-33; Joaquín Sama, “La 
educación física en la mujer,” BILE 16 (1892): 371-70; Aniceto Sela, “La educación física de la mujer,” 
BILE 12 (1888): 281-84, 297-99, 302-05.  
46 Aniceto Sela, “La higiene escolar en la Academia de París,” BILE 11 (1887): 292-94. 
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saw in Britain and France.  The best example of this is Ricardo Rubio, who produced 

some of the most important articles.  His earliest BILE article dated to 1882 and reports 

on the third pedagogical conference held in Paris in that year.  His subsequent articles 

included comments on an 1888 pedagogical conference in Paris and discussion of the 

entire French Pedagogical movement in 1889.  Rubio used the articles to portray how 

much more advanced the French system was than its equivalent in Spain.  He noted, for 

example, that the conferences were partially funded by the French state to spur the 

improvement of physical education within the country.  Rubio also provided detailed 

explanations of the introduction of football and rounders into the ILE that reveal exactly 

how the school was embracing “active education” from England.  His arguments made 

clear how important the leadership of French and English athletics and pedagogy were 

in developing the ILE’s interest in physical regeneration. 

Finally, many writers contributed individual articles on various blends of 

athletics and education in other countries.  Some of these were by Spanish educators 

who gathered information during their trips abroad while other articles were reprints of 

essays published in other countries, usually France, Great Britain, Germany, or the 

United States.  These articles kept the Spaniards up to date and also highlighted the 

modernity and international importance of their cause.  There are articles on physical 

education in the military schools of Austria-Hungary, state education in Japan, physical 

education in Portugal, the “spirit of national education” in Norway, and the co-ed 
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American universities and the role of athletics within them.47  One anonymous author 

even wrote a biographical article on Francisco Amorós, the founder of French 

gymnastics, who explained Amorós’s struggles to introduce the practice into France and 

gain mainstream acceptance.48  He portrayed Amorós as a role model for similar 

pioneers to emulate and bring similar improvements to Spain.  The epitome of these 

historians of the international implementation of education was Juan Uña y Sarthou.49  

In the decade between 1894 and 1904, Uña y Sarthou wrote articles on an athletics 

conference in Paris, the education congress at the 1893 Chicago exposition, on Toynbee 

Hall in England, and two separate articles on secondary education in England.  All of 

these articles emphasized the importance that foreign educational systems placed on 

athletics as both a balance to book learning and a school of morals.  This range of 

English, American, French, and other foreign influences makes clear that British public 

schools and the new French Olympic movement had strong influences on the 

implantation and ideology of athletics within the ILE. 

The members of the ILE did more than just write about the athletics; they 

participated in them and encouraged their students to join in as well.  As early as 1877, 

 
47 Fr. Kemeny, “La educación física en las escuelas militares de Austria-Hungría,” BILE 15 (1882): 38-
41; R.E. Lewis, “La educación del estado en el Japón,” BILE 26 (1902): 1-8; Antonio Vianna, “La 
educación física en Portugal, BILE 11 (1887): 145-48; X, “Espíritu de la educación nacional en 
Noruega,” BILE 19 (1895): 229-32. 
48 X, “Don Francisco Amorós, fundador de la gimnasia francesa,” BILE 12 (1888): 196-200, 210-13. 
49 Juan Uña y Sarthou, “El congreso atlético de París, BILE 18 (1894): 250-51; Juan Uña y Sarthou, “Los 
congresos de educación en la exposición de Chicago de 1893,” BILE 18 (1894): 300-02; Juan Uña y 
Sarthou, “Desde el Toynbee Hall,” BILE 27 (1903): 1-5, 33-40; Juan Uña y Sarthou, “Algunos tipos de 
escuelas de segunda educación en Inglaterra,” BILE 28 (1904): 1-4; Juan Uña y Sarthou, “Educación 
inglesa,” BILE 28 (1904): 129-38, 169-81. 
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games of running and jumping were played by students in the streets around the school.  

Later, more organized games for the younger children like “liebres y lebreles” which 

was essentially cops and robbers, and paper chase became popular among the students.  

Gradually, these simple, youthful games were transformed after 1882 through the 

influence of a man named Stewart Henbest Capper.50  Capper held a degree in classics 

from the University of Edinburgh and he later became a well-respected architect and 

professor who helped found schools of architecture at McGill University in Quebec and 

Victoria University in Manchester.  Just after graduating from college at the age of 

twenty two, he was sent to Madrid from 1881 to 1884 to serve as personal secretary to 

the distinguished British diplomat, Sir Robert Morier, and also tutor to his son.51  

Capper was a good product of the British public school system and muscular 

Christianity.  He attended the Royal High School and the University of Edinburgh, and 

later in life he even taught a course on “hygienic” architecture.  Capper happily taught 

the rules of football, cricket, and other British games at the school, which already had 

professors educated in England who were familiar with these games.  Working together, 

Manuel Cossío and Capper introduced the game of rounders (basically baseball) that 

Ricardo Rubio claimed in 1893 was the most popular among the students of the 

school.52  Rubio explained that after a tour of England in 1889, another professor at the 

ILE formally introduced football to the school and the two sports swiftly came to 
 

50 There is some conflict about the actual name of this Englishman because while is some Spanish sources 
his last name is Capper in others he is referred to as Cooper.  However, it was actually Stewart Henbest 
Capper as confirmed by English sources. 
51 López Serra, Institución Libre de Enseñanza, 180. 
52 Ricardo Rubio, “Los juegos corporales en la educación,” BILE 20 (1893): 147. 
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dominate athletic activity there-- football in the fall and winter and rounders in the 

spring.  Popular along with these two English sports was Basque pelota, which 

represented a more ‘Spanish’ option and a different set of athletic skills. 

As more students became interested in playing these games, the administrators 

at the ILE took notice and began scheduling times during the week for them to dedicate 

to them, rather than the students just gathering informally between their morning and 

afternoon classes.  According to the “Prospecto para el 1884-1885,” all of Thursday 

afternoons were left open for these games and the next year’s prospectus allotted either 

Wednesday or Thursday afternoon as well as Sunday morning for such activities.53  

Wednesday afternoons and Sunday mornings would become the typical times for 

athletic competition at the school over the following decades.  The locations for these 

games started out as the streets around the school, such as calle Infantes, but as the 

games became more common and accepted at the ILE, larger areas were made available 

around the city where there was free space such as around the early Retiro park.  For 

example, according to ex-student José Giner Pantoja the Sunday games came to be 

played at the Puente de Fernando.54  Later professor José Ontañón led students to two 

other locations where he refereed football matches for them.55  On Wednesdays, 

Ontañón took students to Dehesa de la Villa, while on Sundays they went north to the 

 
53 Institución Libre de Enseñanza, “Prospecto para el 1884-85,” BILE 8 (1884): 190; Institución Libre de 
Enseñanza, “Prospecto para el 1885-86,” BILE 9 (1885): 286. 
54 José Giner Pantoja, “La educación estética en la Institución,” En el Centenario de la Institución Libre 
de Enseñanza (Madrid: Tecnos, 1977), 55. 
55 José Ontañón was a fairly active member of the ILE both as referee for the football games and also as a 
participant in summer programs, which he wrote an article on in 1882. 
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fields of Chamartín that later became the first home of Real Madrid F.C..56

As a result, the school produced not only some of the most important academics 

of the age, but also some of the most important promoters and participants in early 

twentieth-century Spanish sport.  Many of those students and educators moved directly 

into the SGE in the 1890s and 1910s and organized the conferences that will be 

discussed in more detail in the next section.  These ex-students were also the kernels of 

the specific sport (bicycling and football) societies that grew up as well.  The most 

famous and important example of a new club being founded by ex-students was the 

football society called “Foot-ball Sky” that developed informally in the 1890s.  As will 

be discussed in Chapter 3, Foot-ball Sky was a loose group that effectively organized 

pick-up football games in northern Madrid.  The club primarily included ex-ILE 

students and later split into two groups because of organizational differences.  One of 

those groups called itself “Madrid Football Club” and gradually developed into Real 

Madrid FC, currently the richest and, arguably, most successful football club in the 

world.57

 

 
56 Manuel Varela Uña, “La última etapa de la Institución vista por uno de sus alumnos,” En el Centenario 
de la Institución Libre de Enseñanza (Madrid: Tecnos, 1977), 215. 
57 Interestingly, Real Madrid’s origin seems to have been something of a minor state secret during 
Franco’s rule, or at the very least something that it was not wise to say out loud.  Almost all sources from 
that period attribute the club’s foundation to “a group of students from a local colegio” and studiously 
avoid saying anything more specific than that.  In the 1950s and early 1960s, Spain was almost 
completely isolated diplomatically from the rest of the world.  During that time Real Madrid FC won six 
European championships and Franco publicly embraced and hailed them as the Spanish ‘diplomats to the 
world.’  Presumably it was more that a little embarrassing to Franco that this team he promoted and 
openly backed as the glorification of all things Castilian and centralizing had been founded by students 
from the hated ILE. 
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Foundation and Development of the RFGE 

Despite the importance of the ILE as a seat for the first serious discussion of 

physical education in Spain, the practical center for the implementation of sport and 

improved physical education in fin de siècle Spain was the Federación Gimnástica 

Española.  The FGE developed out of the Sociedad Gimnástica Española (SGE) that 

was founded in Madrid in 1887 and expanded outward in every direction and 

incorporated gymnastic clubs in other regions until a national federation was established 

in 1898.  By 1900, the FGE had local branches in every significant urban area in the 

nation and was pressing into small towns as well.  The society’s leaders were prominent 

members of the athletic community well into the 1920s and many became sports 

journalists known throughout the nation, such as Narciso Másferrer.  As an 

organization, the FGE was openly evangelistic and energetic in advancing its cause, 

which it saw as the ideal method of regenerating the nation. 

The SGE itself organized and ran several gyms and fields in Madrid from the 

beginning, supported facilities throughout the nation, and expanded along with the 

athletic movement.  Four original members made up the society’s core: president 

Narciso Másferrer Sala, secretary Emilio Coll, treasurer Eduardo Charles, and founding 

member Emilio Fernández Monjardín.58  When they founded the SGE in 1887, all four 

 
58 Pompeyo Sevilla Gómez, Medio siglo de la Real Sociedad Gimnástica Española (1887-1937) (Madrid: 
Silverio Aguirre, 1951), 8-16.  This book provides a solid account of the RSGE’s early development with 
curious implications and potential biases.  The author, Sevilla Gómez, was an ex-president and member 
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were young men in their twenties who worked together in the offices of the French 

petrol company, Deustch de la Meurthe (although the company itself never supported 

their activities).  Of these men, only the Frenchman, Eduardo Charles, faded from the 

organization, because he switched jobs to the Compañía Internacional de Coches-

Camas and eventually left Spain entirely in 1917.  Másferrer, on the other hand, proved 

to be one of the strongest voices in the development of Spanish athletics until his death 

in 1941.  After some time in Madrid, the vitality of Barcelona’s athletic development 

led him to return there by 1899.  Over the course of his career he helped found and 

organize the sports newspapers Los Deportes, Vida Deportiva, Mundo Deportivo and 

Vida Moderna and also served as an occasional contributor of El Liberal and La 

Vanguardia.59  Organizationally, he started numerous clubs and societies.  After the 

SGE in Madrid, he helped organize Catalana de Atletismo, Asociación Catalana de 

Gimnástica, and the Club de Natación in Barcelona as well as the Federación 

Gimnástica Española that united all the cells of the SGE.  In the 1910s, Másferrer also 

helped establish the Sindicato de Periodistas Deportivas (a sports reporter union) once 

athletics had developed into an industry of itself. 

The founding secretary, Emilio Coll, also became an important leader in the 

athletic movement, although he remained in Madrid for the majority of his career after 

his youth in Catalonia.  Born on 11 February 1868 into a comfortably secure family 
 

of merit of the society and the book was part of a series titled “Paginas Deportivas.”  Its publication in 
1951 was likely related to a collection of histories published in the early years under Franco that cast the 
development of sports in a form acceptable to the government and to some extent co-opted them. 
59 “El Comité Ejectivo,” Los Deportes (Barcelona) 3, no. 42, 21 October 1900, 647-8 and Sevilla Gómez, 
Sociedad Gimnástica, 14. 
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with connections in the chemical industry, Coll brought significant financial resources 

to his interest in sport.  Like Másferrer, he collaborated in the important early paper Los 

Deportes, but he participated in two other Barcelona newspapers as well, Mundo 

Deportivo and Stadium.  While back in Madrid, he contributed to España Sportiva, 

Boletín de la Unión Velocipédica Español and El País.  His interests led him primarily 

to cycling and in 1908 he was named president of the Comité de la Unión Velocipédico 

and awarded the silver medal at the Centenario de la Independencia in Zaragoza. 

Finally, the contributions of Emilio Fernández Monjardín were cut short by his 

early death on September 18, 1898 at the age of 28.60  Monjardín helped found El 

Gimnasta, served in a variety of positions for the SGE over the 1890s, and also 

participated in the development of the Asociación Catalana de Gimnástica and the 

review Los Deportes.  His actions and role likely would have been larger, but illness 

curtailed his activities, such as the attempted foundation of a review called El Campeón.  

He remained, nonetheless, a close associate and friend of Másferrer who eulogized his 

participation in the movement in the pages of Los Deportes.   

The initial idea of founding a society came from Emilio Coll, who had learned 

of the French gymnastic society when reading French magazines the company 

imported.  The more he learned, the more Coll wanted to establish a similar society 

within Spain.  The four officemates soon held their first meeting located at the Círculo 

de la Unión Mercantil in Madrid with their families and a little over two dozen 

 
60 Narciso Másferrer y Sala, “Emilio Fernández Monjardín,” Los Deportes (Barcelona) 2, no. 23, 1 
October 1898, 406-8. 
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supporters in attendance.  Also attending the gathering were the gymnasium owners 

Mariano Marcos Ordax and Marcelo Sanz, both of whom became forces within the 

sports community in their own right.  Ordax had run a small gymnastic school in 

Madrid out of his gymnasium since the closure of the Escuela Central de Gimnástica in 

1892 and continued to be instrumental for two decades, providing the SGE’s best 

facilities until 1922.61

Although less important within the SGE itself, Marcelo Sanz also made 

extremely important contributions to the movement in general.  For decades he ran a 

“hygienic” gymnasium and weapons practice room that even offered showers and 

massages at number 10 calle del Prado.  Not coincidentally, Sanz’s gym was just down 

the street from the Ateneo de Madrid, an institution founded in 1820 and befriended in 

1875 by the Conservative leader Cánovas de Castilo.  The Ateneo provided a place 

where intellectuals of all sorts met and freely voiced their opinions.  Almost every 

important intellectual of the period was a member.  The location of Sanz’s gymnasium 

suggests that many of these intellectual reformers patronized his establishment and his 

ideas, however informally.  Sanz also wrote numerous books supporting the positive 

benefits of athletics and breaking down the values of specific sports.  One of the earliest 

of these was Manual de gimnástica higiénica y juegos escolares published before 1899 

and the most important of was Ensayo de una higiene deportiva ó los deportes ante la 

higiene published in 1913 by La Correspondencia Militar.  In this later work, he 

 
61 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 18. 
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analyzed the values of mountain climbing, skiing, sledding, foot racing, cycling, cricket, 

fencing, track and field sports, and, of course, football.  Sanz’s influence on athletics 

remained until well into the 1910s. He represented one of the classic early 

entrepreneur/enthusiasts whose early gymnasiums both supported athletics and survived 

financially on the income their growth brought in, representing the earliest front of 

sports as a business.  Sanz was also one of the most vocal supporters of the utility of 

military gymnastics and provided a more conservative voice in the sporting world than 

other leaders who were connected to the Liberal political party. 

Even at this early meeting of the SGE, both the leadership role of Britain in 

athletics and the goal of creating a Spanish institution can be seen as concerns of the 

founders.  Másferrer wanted to name the group “Club de Gimnastas”, but Coll objected 

to using the English word “club” and preferred the neutral phrase “sociedad 

gimnástica.”  Coll even pushed for the inclusion of the nation in the title, leading to the 

inclusion of “española.”  The question of how much use to make of English words 

would be a problematic one for the entire Spanish athletic movement (and sports 

movements around the world as well) and suggests how delicate a balance there was 

between the foreign nature of contemporary athletics and the nationalist goals of the 

movement.  The initial years of the society were long and hard with limited resources, 

but gradually the SGE expanded over the 1890s and into the first years of the 1900s.   

In 1888, the society produced the first sports newspaper in Spain under the title 

El Gymnasta that launched Másferrer and Coll upon careers as the first Spanish 
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sportswriters.62  The new organization started its active life using Señor Ordaz’s 

gymnasium at 10 calle del Prado and established the substantial monthly fee of 2.40 

pesetas for membership.63  In 1893, new sections were added to the club that focused on 

swimming and rowing.  By 1898, the FGE had managed to connect the four earliest 

gymnastic organizations in the nation; Club Gimnástico de Tarragona, Sociedad ‘El 

Gimnasio’ de Vigo, Sociedad Gimnástico Española (Madrid) and Asociación Catalana 

de Gimnástico (Barcelona).64  The SGE had also established executive committees to 

run branches in Tarragona, Lérida, Alicante, Huelva, Salamanca, Sevilla, Baleares, 

Burgos, Gerona, Ávila, Logroño, Murcia, Albacete, Cádiz, Alicante, and Badajoz.65  

This list provides an example of the FGE’s expansive geographic development and the 

positive reception it received over the course of the 1890s that laid the foundation for a 

national movement. 

 It was in 1898 that the SGE took the next step and organized a national 

federation, establishing the Federación Gimnástica Española.  The leaders of the SGE 

announced the goal of uniting the nation’s athletic societies in the March 1, 1898 issue 

of the Barcelona newspaper Los Deportes-- and received a wildly positive response 

from gymnastic societies across the country.66  They then organized a meeting on June 

7 in the Madrid society’s home office that brought together representatives of the 

 
62 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 41. 
63 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 11. 
64 Los Deportes 1, no. 3, 1 December 1897, 46 
65 Executive committees are listed for these cities in Los Deportes vol. 1, 466, 481 and vol. 2, 4, 20, 70, 
384. 
66 Rodríguez Ruiz, Estudio de la gimnástica, 82. 
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Asociación Catalana de Gimnástica de Barcelona, Club Gimnástico de Cartagena, Club 

Gimnástica de Tarragona, Sociedad Gimnástica de Gerona, Sociedad Gimnástica de 

Orense, and of course the hosting Sociedad Gimnástica de Madrid itself to found the 

national organization.  Included among the representatives at this historic gathering 

were Fernandez Monjardín, Narciso Másferrer, Marcelo Sanz, Mariano Ordax and all of 

the most important early proponents of Spanish athletics.  The committee sought to 

establish a collective focus for all athletic societies throughout the nation, constituting 

an executive committee for the FGE, extending the movement into the provinces, and 

preparing for a national assembly in 1899.   

An initial national committee was soon established consisting of José Canalejas 

Méndez as president, Alejandro San Martín and Mariano Ordax as vice-presidents, 

Marcelo Sanz as secretary, and Emilio Faura as vice-secretary.  The first two of these 

deputies represented a coup for the organization and both demonstrated the increasing 

importance of the movement, although both positions were largely honorary.  José 

Canalejas was already a well-known figure at this point.  He was a prominent member 

of the Liberal party who served as the minister of Hacienda, Gracia y Justicia, and 

Fomento and later became prime minister in 1910.  He was a socio de número in the 

original SGE of Madrid and his acceptance of the position of President when the society 

created the federation, provided them with a much higher profile within Spanish society 

that linked the SGE directly to the Liberal party.67  Canalejas helped establish official 

 
67 “El Comité Ejecutivo,” Los Deportes 4, no. 41, 14 October 1898, 645-6. 
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professorships of Gymnastics throughout the nation and served as president for two 

years until his presidency was officially made honorary at the Second Assembly in 

Barcelona in 1900. 

The participation of Dr. Alejandro San Martín provided a similar profile and 

credibility to the new organization, but in the fields of science and medicine rather than 

politics.  San Martín played a key role in organizing the First Assembly in 1899 that 

was amplified by his position as doctor and professor on the Facultad de Medicina de 

Madrid, editor of two scientific journals, and a leader of the medical community who 

brought in friends from Madrid’s medical and political communities.  He had also 

helped organize an Escuela Central de Gimnástica and recognized through it the 

importance of educating the children of the nation.  San Martín would be one of the first 

of many medical people who developed an interest in physical hygiene within the 

nation and supported the FGE.  Physical hygiene would become an important and 

respected field of science by the 1920s and San Martín was the first in the long line of 

doctors who studied the topic. Finally, he was also an active member of the Spanish 

Liberal party and even served as the Minister of Public Instruction in 1906.  San Martín 

played a key role in bringing legitimacy and Liberal party support to the young 

movement. 

The step of establishing the national FGE took the organization to an entirely 

new level and spurred further development and interest.  The timing of the move was 

perfect as the events of 1898 dramatized the Spanish military’s weakness.  National 



 72

                                                

fervor rode high over the spring of 1898, but in the summer when the Spanish Pacific 

and Atlantic squadrons were both wiped out by American fleets, the question “What 

was wrong with Spain?” flashed through the peninsula like a lightning bolt.  It was 

during this summer that the founders launched the FGE and directly connected the 

athletic movement to regeneration.  This goal was explicitly stated in the Los Deportes 

on October 15 1898, several months after the defeat of the Spanish fleet at Santiago de 

Cuba.  In an article titled “La regeneración de la Patria” one journalist wrote: 

Persona por tantos conceptos ilustre como D. José Echegaray ha dicho que “la 
fórmula (para la regeneración de la patria) es sencilla, es casi matemática, y por 
nuestra gloria y honor, de posible cumplimiento.  QUE CADA UNO SE 
REGENERE Á SÍ MISMO: se haga mejor en virtud y ENERGÍA: en voluntad y 
en acción, y TODO LA NACIÓN QUEDARÁ REGENERADA...” 

 
...esas palabras tan admirablemente dicha sintetizan todo un programa: el 

programa de la Federación Gimnástica Española, y como el movimiento se 
prueba andando, desde hace cuatro meses, llevamos emprendida esa campaña, 
unidos todos los que de buena fe anhelamos al regeneración de la patria, 
empezando por regenerarnos á nosotros mismos, y dispuestos hoy más que 
nunca, á preservar en el logro de nuestros legítimas aspiraciones, y á no cejar en 
nuestros propósitos hasta conseguir el ideal supremo porque todo el mundo 
suspira después de sufridos tantos y tan crueles y enormes desastres. 

Bendita, mil veces bendita la hora en que se inició en LOS DEPORTES 
la campaña que, secundada en principio por todos nuestros amigos, puede llegar 
á ser y será, base de la salvación de la patria.68

 
In this article, the writer called upon the goals of regeneracionismo as described by José 

Echegaray such as restoring the “glory and honor” of the nation.  Words like “virtue” 

and “action” are italicized and capitalization brought even more urgency to the word 

“energy” and the phrase “all the nation will remain regenerated,” creating an oratorical 

 
68 “La regeneración de la Patria,” Los Deportes 2, no. 24, 15 October 1898, 414.  All italics and capitals 
are faithful to the original text. 
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climax.  The author then used these words, emphases, and active tone to link 

regeneration directly to athletics in general and the FGE and Los Deportes in particular.  

He asserted that the new FGE had worked hard for its four month existence to improve 

the nation.  Finally, in the last sentence the author looked to the future and claimed that 

the FGE planned “to be and will be the salvation of the country.”  Quotes such as these 

were far from unusual in the Los Deportes issues of the period and establish that its 

conscious adoption of regeneracionismo was designed to gain importance and 

momentum for the movement. 

After the establishment of a national federation in 1898, one of its first acts was 

to plan a national conference for 1899 with representatives from all the executive 

committees across the country.  Officially the “Secunda Asamblea y Primero Fiestas 

Federales,” the September 1899 event held in Barcelona was the true watershed for the 

FGE.  This conference brought newfound respect and size to the organization both 

through the vibrant support of its host city and the addition of a wide range of athletic 

competitions that drew curious observers out to watch and sparked interest in the new 

activities.  Football matches took place at the early Velódromo de la Bonanova 

adjoining the hotel of the same name.  Foot and bicycle races were held in the streets 

outside the Ayuntamiento and at different locations around the city with crowds of 

unknown numbers coming to witness the odd spectacle and learn about what they were 

doing.  There was also a small conference attached to the festival, with papers presented 

on a variety of topics related to physical education, the medical importance of racial 
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hygiene, and the ways that athletics could be introduced within the nation.  The festival 

ended with a final banquet held in the Salón de Ciento de la Casas Consistoriales, a 

prestigious conference hall in Barcelona maintained by the city government, on 

September 24, 1899.69  Dr. Rafael Rodríguez Méndez (the current president of the FGE) 

closed the ceremonies with a speech hailing the recognition gained and general success 

of the event.  On his right sat General López Diez, representative of the Captain General 

of Catalonia and an example of the military’s interest in physical education, and on his 

left was a representative of the mayor of Barcelona.  These three dignitaries were 

surrounded at the head table by most of the executive committee of the FGE including 

Narciso Másferrer, Enrique Fernández del Castillo, David Ferrer, Eduardo Tolosa, 

Pedro Cercós, and Dr. Joaquín Cebeira. 

Rodríguez Méndez was a medical expert on physical hygiene and had been 

working to introduce it for decades from his seat as a professor at the University of 

Barcelona and later as a Radical Republican member of the Cortes.70  He spoke on 

many different aspects of the festival and singled out the support the military provided 

the endeavor and dedicated:  

...frases de elogio y respeto al elemento militar que ha dado una de las notas más 
simpáticas de los festejos, demostrando que aun palpita en el soldado español 
aquella condición de hidalguía y de la caballerosidad que fue siempre el 
distintivo de nuestro ejército; hace la apología del Certamen del Tiro y se 
congratula del éxito, ofreciéndoselo en justo homenaje de justicia a los 

 
69 L. Miguel Farga, “Asamblea y fiestas federales,” Los Deportes 3, no. 41, 14 October 1900, 643. 
70 An excellent introduction to the nineteenth century hygienic movement within the medical community 
is Rafael Alcaide González, “La introducción y el desarrollo del higienismo el España durante el siglo 
XII: precursores, continuadores y marco legal de un proyecto científico y social,” Scripta Nova: Revista 
electrónica de geografía y ciencias sociales (Universidad de Barcelona) no. 50, 15 October 1999. 
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elementos militar y civil que simbolizan las aspiraciones del pueblo y la 
majestad de la glorias patrias.71

 

Also receiving praise were the members of the British colony in Barcelona who had 

helped organize and play the football matches, the gymnastic teachers of Barcelona for 

their own organizational efforts, and the firemen of the city for their support as well.  

Rodríguez Méndez asserted that these groups had all helped the FGE affirm that “la 

gimnasia no es un espectáculo de circo, sino un supremo recurso para la defensa.”72  In 

so doing he reaffirmed the connection between athletics and the military as one of the 

leading proponents of physical education that General López Diez’s position of honor at 

the banquet already suggested.  After this event the activities of the FGE and the athletic 

movement it led were taken more seriously and had a greater mass appeal than before.  

Nonetheless, it was not until the next political crisis and the true birth of mass consumer 

sport in the 1920s that the Federation’s influence became numerically significant 

throughout the nation. 

 

Barcelona and the Cultural Implications of the Growing Sports 

Much of the reason the first national festival of the FGE was so successful was 

its location in Barcelona.  By 1900, the condal city and Catalonia in general were home 

to the first significant athletic community in the country.  Barcelona’s early athletic 

world served as a model within the nation and provides an interesting example of how 

 
71 Farga, Los Deportes, 643. 
72 Farga, Los Deportes, 644. 
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the emergent industrial entrepreneurs and professional bourgeoisie of the city created an 

identity through athletics.  As the Barcelonan economy expanded, it produced more 

company owners, more office workers and managers, more lawyers, and more 

university graduates who needed to establish their social prestige in the city.73  These 

new groups developed different sub-sections.  One group were large-scale, 

conservative, Catholic industrialists, who strove to blend into elite society, such as 

Eusebio Güell who became a count.  A second group consisted mostly of lower-level 

clerks and small businessmen who were still generally conservative and Catholic, but 

often less sever in their beliefs and willing to accept consider more radical ideas.  

Individuals from both groups dove into the new athletic culture, which featured a 

variety of clubs that specialized in an impressive range of sports for the period.  Cycling 

drew the most attention, but water sports, early automobiles, and a little known English 

sport awkwardly called in Spanish “foot-ball,” were all starting to produce clubs within 

the city, including the seeds of FC Barcelona and Real Club Deportivo Español. 74   

Beyond these core sports, fin-de-siècle Barcelona became home to a Real Club de 

Regatas that combined various forms of sailing and played an important role in hosting 

the 1899 FGE Festival.  By 1901, athletic enthusiasts with connections to the foreign 

community within the city had even set up the city’s first tennis club. 

Gymnastics in the city was promoted by the aforementioned Asociación 

 
73 Gary McDonogh, Good Families of Barcelona: A Social History of Power in the Industrial Era 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). 
74 Narciso Másferrer y Sala, “Los deportes en España,” Los Deportes 1, no. 2, 14 November 1897, 18. 
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Catalana de Gimnástica (ACG) that had been established to organize activities such as 

proper stretching, boxing, running, and the use of gymnastic apparatuses like the rings, 

parallel bars, and floor exercises.  The ACG presided over a collection of gymnasiums 

across Barcelona and in the neighboring towns of Catalonia, with the most prominent 

being the Gimnasio Solé located at number 5 Monjuic del Carmen.75  In fact, the 

Gimnasio Solé was essentially the center of the entire Barcelonan athletic movement.  

As well as being one of the largest facilities in the city, it provided offices for the 

Asociación Catalana de Gimnástica and the newspaper Los Deportes, the city’s two 

most important athletic organizations.  The Gimnasio Solé also allowed a collection of 

fledgling clubs to use it as a location for meetings and as an official address, including 

most of the early football clubs.  The importance of gymnastics in the early Barcelonan 

athletic community also reveals the conservative nature of most of the Catalan middle 

classes.  While sport drew its ideological antecedents from the more liberal British 

tradition, gymnastics carried a more conservative and continental connotation because 

of the conservative role they played in Germany.  This was ideal for Barcelona’s 

businessmen and industrialists, whose involvement in trade led them to appreciate 

modern “European” activities, but whose essential conservatism led them initially to 

prefer the German approach, as well as the more continental sport of cycling. 

The dominant early sport throughout Catalonia was cycling, which, along with 

gymnastics, drove the early Barcelonan athletic movement.  By 1898, the early Club 

 
75 Los Deportes 4, no. 2, 14 January 1900, 17-18. 
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Velocipédico de Barcelona had not only been established, but was about to organize the 

Unión Velocipédico Catalana to coordinate competitions among various cycling clubs 

in the region and to provide an autonomous governing body.  The numbers of these 

organizations were small, but already significant.  In April 1898, the Club Velocipédico 

had two hundred and seven members in good standing on its books, with seventy-five 

leaving or being thrown out of the club for failing to paying their dues.76  That number 

is quite substantial considering the limited size of Barcelona’s professional middle class 

and the fact that the Club Velocipédico was only one of several clubs.   

Outside of Barcelona, Veloz Sport Balear in the Balearics led the tide of club 

foundations in September 1896.  By 1900, Reus, Manresa, Mallorca, and Gerona all had 

organizations with the title Club Velocipédico and other cycling organizations such as 

the Club Velocipédico Sabadellés and the Sociedad Velocipédica Zaragozana had 

spread across northeast Spain.77  One edition alone of Los Deportes in 1898 mentioned 

that races were held in Gerona as part of the annual festival of Saint Narciso, in 

Tarragona of 100 and 50 meters, over longer distances between both Tarragona and 

Barcelona and the town of Vilafranca del Panadés under the direction of the UVE, and 

even a 36 kilometer trip from Barcelona to La Garriga.78   

The growing number of athletic societies in Barcelona also produced a profusion 

of stores and restaurants that catered to the budding athletes and aggressively marketed 

 
76 Los Deportes 2, no. 11, 1 April 1898, 196. 
77 These societies are all mentioned over the course of 1900 in Los Deportes. 
78 Los Deportes 2, no. 23, 1 October 1898, 408. 
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sports equipment to the public.  These different businesses took out advertisements in 

newspapers like Los Deportes and its pre-March 1899 competitor, Barcelona Sport, 

hawking athletic apparel and equipment of all kinds at prices that only the middle 

classes could afford.  A store named Vidal (Arco del Teatro 19) specialized in sports 

clothes of the latest styles and competed with the Camisería Kneipp de J. Santiveri 

(Calle de Call 20), which offered new kits for the socios of the different football clubs.79  

Advertisements were for bicycles, bicycle supplies, and bicycle repair shops that were 

the most typical athletic goods sold in the city.  La Mecánica de José Casanovas (calle 

de Regomir 13 and 15) sold bicycles for thirty duros and sold, exchanged, and rented 

them to the public.  These prices were quite expensive and restricted participation to the 

bourgeoisie surrounding the city’s successful businessmen or higher.  Two other shops, 

A. Samtroma (calle de Balmes 64) and Ymbert (calle de Balmes 9) focused their 

advertisements on repairing bicycles and a third, R. Quadreny (calle de Cortes 92), 

specialized in tires and even offered to detail bicycles.  This small survey of 

advertisements suggests that a significant commercial market for athletic endeavors had 

already developed in Barcelona by 1900 as a commercial companion to the propagation 

of sports clubs.  These stores were located on streets like Arco de Teatro, which was 

down the Ramblas from the Liceo Theater where much of Barcelona’s elite culture 

centered, and calle de Balmes in the upper-middle class neighborhood of Gràcia, north 

of the newly built Eixample.  These locations mark cycling as an activity of the 

 
79 All of these specific ads and many more like them can be found repeatedly in the pages of Los 
Deportes over the course of its 1899-1900 editions. 
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professional middle class.  In other words, the Barcelonan athletic community was a 

branch of the city’s small but expanding class of business professionals that wielded 

increasing power within the city and searched for a cultural identity to match their 

financial clout. 

The expansion of cycling clubs has several implications worth noting for the 

changes in middle class and elite culture they represented.   First, the existence of such 

organizations outside Barcelona establishes that this was not simply a small collection 

of enthusiasts in cosmopolitan Barcelona.  Second, interest in athletics represented a 

new trend for those with the money and leisure time to dedicate to the new activities 

throughout the region.  Sport served a variety of functions for these new classes that 

made it a very attractive activity.   Initially, there was the connection to regeneration 

that allowed any participant to feel as if he were helping the nation by staying fit.  

Beyond this basic impulse, exercising and competing in athletics meant enjoying 

bourgeois status and accentuating one’s free time and disposable income.  Various 

authors ranging from early works such as Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure 

Class to more recent work like Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction theorize and illustrate that 

money and simple leisure time can be used and applied to set classes apart from 

outsiders and to create bonds within a social group.  Athletics in turn-of-the-century 

Spain served exactly that purpose for the small but emerging middle classes of 

Barcelona (and later in Madrid, Bilbao, and other cities as well).  Sports such as cycling 

gave the participants a certain identity and camaraderie that set them off from the 
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common classes in a very visual manner as they zoomed along the streets of the city and 

countryside on their modern and decidedly “European” machines usually imported into 

Spain.  The activity of cycling (or for that matter any sport) showed that they had the 

free time to engage in such activities and the resources to purchase and maintain 

bicycles, special sets of football clothes, and other sporting goods.  In other words, the 

activity of cycling provided activity for youths, patriotism through fitness, social 

distinction, and vicarious association with a “European” activity.  Sport was a perfect 

new way to establish an identity. 

Bicycle transportation itself had interesting implications and benefits for identity 

creation.  As well as a means of physical fitness and competition, the bicycle allowed 

club members to go out and see the country around which they were building nationalist 

(either Spanish or Catalan) attachments.  Over a thirty-six kilometer trip outside of 

Barcelona, cyclists came into contact with the physical characteristics and real-life 

citizens of the nation they were envisioning.  Essentially, cyclists discovered the actual 

land and people of the nation they wished to regenerate-- people that urban Spaniards 

rarely saw in person.  Familiarity between urban dwellers and the country around them 

increased over the subsequent decades through programs such as bicycle clubs, 

excursionist trips of the ILE and other schools, and other athletic endeavors (in fact the 

early Sociedad de Excursiones was founded by ILE members).  By the 1920s, these 

adventurers began bringing back pictures of almost every region in Spain and 

publishing them in journals for everyone to enjoy vicariously.  The best example of this 
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is Heraldo Deportivo, a Madrid journal published from 1915 into and throughout the 

1920s.  Heraldo Deportivo’s pages are filled with pictures of the Pyrenees, La Mancha, 

Asturias, and dozens of other scenic trips excursionist bikers and hikers brought back to 

the cities.  Such publications showed urban Spaniards what their country looked like 

and introduced them to a side of Spain that they had never seen.  This helped create 

national identities and meant that in their own way the summer schools and trips of the 

ILE and the excursionist and mountaineering clubs across Spain were “nationalist” 

movements to some extent.  In Barcelona, this often translated into support for the 

regionalist movement, particularly as bicycle races encompassed larger distances across 

Catalonia. 

The potential of athletics for developing connections, identities, and small scale 

“imagined communities” went beyond the national to embrace the international also.  

While still in a nascent form, cycling was the first truly international sport to develop in 

Europe.  Foreign competitions and bycicle clubs in other countries drew the attention of 

Spaniards founding their own societies at home.  By 1900, newspapers not only 

reported on local races, but on foreign races and records as well.  For example, as early 

as 1898, Los Deportes reported on new records in cycling set in France and the careers 

of boxers such as Tom Turner in the United States.80  At this early stage, the athletic 

community was developing into an international one that drew its participants’ interest 

beyond the borders of Spain and changed their frame of reference from the strictly 

 
80 Los Deportes 2, no. 28, 15 December 1898, 482-3. 
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regional or national. 

This broadening of horizons operated both through the recognition of 

competitions in other countries and also in the transfer of language.  As mentioned 

earlier, when founding the SGE the English word “club” was specifically avoided, but 

such linguistic influences would prove impossible to avoid in the long run.  For 

example, in the discussion of Tom Turner the word “héroe” was emphasized by the 

Spanish writers and took on a greater meaning because of its foreign nature.  As we 

shall see later, language transfer became particularly important in football where 

English terminology dominated the first decades of the sport’s existence in Spain and 

left many enduring legacies implanted in the vocabulary of football, such as the term 

“corner,” rather than the Spanish “saque de esquina.”  These new athletic activities, 

therefore, had a wide range of effects on the creation of regional, national, international 

and class identities in the communities that developed around them. 

This early sporting community also had connections to other cultural groups 

with the Barcelona bourgeoisie, most notably with the artistic avant-garde.  Both art and 

sport were popular activities among the urban, professional middle classes and they 

served a similar role as a form of conspicuous consumption.  An 1898 article in Los 

Deportes reported on a collection of races in the early Barcelona velodrome.  The 

article also noted that one of the popular meeting places for club members was none 

other than the cafe “Els Quatre Gats” (The Four Cats).81  Although only open from 

 
81 Los Deportes 2, no. 8, 15 February, 1898, 142. 
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1898-1903, this famous cafe was the center of Barcelona’s internationally-recognized 

art community frequented by key figures of Barcelona’s bohemian cultural, such as 

Miquel Utrillo, Pere Romeu, and the young Pablo Picasso.82  The cafe served as 

meeting point and clearinghouse for Barcelona’s avant-garde artists, who strove to 

portray new ideas in both old and new artistic forms including sculpture, painting, 

architecture, music, poetry, and even puppeteering.  It was run and organized by the 

painters Santiago Russinyol i Prats (the son of a factory owner) and Ramón Casas i 

Carbó (the son of a trader who made millions selling goods in the Americas).  Both 

painters were influenced heavily by Parisian styles and both had pro-Catalan sentiments 

that they exhibited by glorifying the region’s traditional activities.  Partially because of 

these international leanings, the Quatre Gats also served as a social center for several of 

the city’s cycling clubs.  Indeed, not only did cyclists frequent the cafe, but Casas made 

a large painting of himself and Pere Romeo that overlooked the cafe’s central room for 

a period of time.83  The painting portrayed the pair pedaling a tandem bicycle through 

the countryside and enjoying their afternoon.  Through such ideas and images, 

excursionists combined the new values of physical fitness and the modern technology of 

bike transport, with trips to see their region’s countryside.  As suggested above, this 

brought them into closer contact with the patria and paralleled the desire of the artistic 

 
82 There are various good works on the turn-of-the-century Barcelona art community, although most are 
primarily concerned with its role in forming Picasso’s work.  Some, however, focus directly on Els 
Quatre Gats including Enric Jardí Casany, História de els Quatre Gats (Barcelona: Editorial Aedos, 
1972) and the catalogue book Marilyn McCully, Els Quatre Gats: Art in Barcelona Around 1900 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). 
83 Robert Hughes, Barcelona (New York: Vintage, 1992), 436-446. 
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avant-garde to connect the past and the modern age in their work.   

This connection between artistic leaders and athletics was evident among the 

Catalan elite as well.  This socially powerful group was also largely pro-Catalan, but 

maintained a thoroughly Catholic and conservative outlook.  The best example is the 

Güell family who patronized Antoni Gaudí throughout his life.84  The Güells rose to 

prominence as an industrial family in the second half of the nineteenth century and then 

inserted themselves into the Catalan elite.  Gaudí’s patron, Eusebio Güell, became a 

count in 1908 and carried himself as a mercantile knight in society.  The family also had 

an interest in athletics and Eusebio’s oldest son, Joan Antoni de Güell, became the 

leader of the Catalan Olympic committee and strove repeatedly to bring the Olympic 

Games to the city over the course of the 1920s.  In other words, both artistic and athletic 

endeavors were different expressions of the Barcelona bourgeoisie and its subgroups 

asserting their own identity in a period when Catalan regionalism was developing into a 

significant political and cultural force.  During the late nineteenth century, Catalan-

language newspapers were reintroduced to the region and the Jocs Florales, a Catalan-

language literature and poetry competition, became popular among the middle classes.  

There was also a resurgence of Catalan nationalism with the foundation of the Lliga 

Regionalista in 1901 as a conservative, Catalan political party representing Barcelona’s 

professional middle class.  The party focused on obtaining control over Catalonia’s 

government, or at least limited autonomy from Madrid.  The years from 1890 to 1920 

 
84 Hughes, Barcelona, 476-80. 
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were a golden age for Catalan architecture, led by Antoní Gaudi, Lluís Domènech i 

Montaner, and Josep Puig i Cadafalch.  These three architects designed structures like 

the Parque Güell (1900-1914), the Palau de la Música Catalana (1908), and the Casa 

Amatller (1905), respectively, that changed the face of Barcelona and made the city a 

paragon of art nouveau architecture.85  The athletic movement, then, developed in 

accord with Barcelona’s political and artistic communities and was another important 

side of the city’s expansion and middle-class self expression.  In fact, the connections 

between athletic communities and artistic communities existed in cities across the 

Spain.  The growing urban, professional middle class used both activities to create new 

identities for themselves, especially after 1910 when the pace of Spanish economic and 

social modernization rapidly increased. 

 

Later Development of the RSGE 

 After the enthusiasm surrounding the second, third, and fourth national 

conferences of the FGE, sport in Spain expanded to every corner of the nation from 

1900 to 1920.  A historian of the FGE has referred to the period from 1901 to 1921 as 

“la Cueva” or “the cave” because the organization was small and contained during those 

years, compared to the subsequent growth of the FGE.  During those two decades the 

organization expanded gradually and gained the recognition and support of the elite and 

the Spanish state.  The resources of the FGE increased in accordance with this growth.  

 
85 Fusi, Un siglo de España, 33. 
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Between 1901 and 1921, the FGE expanded from two hundred to six hundred affiliated 

societies across Spain and as the center of the organization the original SGE in Madrid 

also experienced massive growth in its activities and resources.86  They added new 

sections for those members interested in all sorts of different sports including fencing, 

boxing, fighting, track and field, mountaineering, and swimming (there were already 

sections for the earlier sports like cycling and football).  The SGE purchased its first 

field (supposedly the first in Madrid for sports, although that honor probably belonged 

to the ILE) at calles Rodríguez San Pedro, Gaztambide, Meléndez Valdés, and Hilarión 

Eslava just off of calle Princesa.  These fields were located in the growing middle-class 

neighborhoods of the northwestern section of the city, and near where Ciudad 

Universitaria would be built in the 1920s.  This location clearly identified the SGE as a 

middle-class institution and the society’s subsequent fields would be in similarly 

middle-class neighborhoods.  Nor did the SGE’s members limit themselves entirely to 

sports either.  They also supported Madrid’s art community by holding various art 

festivals over the years and establishing an art section of the SGE.  The Madrid athletic 

community’s interest in art kept them in line with their compatriots in Barcelona and 

reveals that in Madrid also the growing professional middle class was interested in both 

activities as a means of establishing their identity. 

As it became more prominent, the SGE organized a series of annual athletic 

festivals in Madrid in the largest venues they could fill and obtained increasing support 

 
86 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 24. 
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from the greater community over the course of the late 1900s and 1910s.  The first of 

these was a Semana Deportiva organized in 1908 for the Exposiciones del Retiro of that 

year.  It proved to be a popular event and the Liberal mayor, Alberto Aguilera, awarded 

the SGE a “flag of the conqueror” for their accomplishments in spreading athletics and 

“conquering” physical degradation.  Aguilera’s support was also significant because he 

was a very active mayor who strove to modernize Madrid during his term. He also 

energetically supported the first Cope del Rey football tournaments in Madrid and 

served as a president of the Sociedad del Tiro Nacional de España founded in 1900 at 

the Ateneo de Madrid.  This form of week-long celebration became increasingly 

popular and provided a model for other, smaller groups across the nation where smaller 

towns held their own events in the 1910s and 1920s.  In 1915, for example, the 

Ayuntamiento of Segovia sponsored a Fiesta de Cultura Física that featured football, 

but included all sorts of athletic competitions in which the community watched and 

participated.87   

One small event in 1924 provides a representative picture of the type of 

activities that went on at these regional athletic festivals.  Between September 21 and 

28, 1924, Valladolid held what it called a Semana Deportiva Municipal that was run by 

the various sports clubs of the city and supported by the local city government.88  The 

festival was meant to bring in enthusiasts from all over Castilla-Leon and as a result the 
 

87 Juan Manual Santamaría, ¡Al fútbol! Una historia del la Sociedad Deportiva Gimnástica Segoviana 
(Segovia: Artes Gráficas Taller Imagen, 1998), 14. 
88 The main source for this section is a pamphlet/guide to the rules and events of the festival located in the 
collection of Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid, Club Deportivo Español, Semana Deportiva Municipal: 
programa, bases y reglamentos (Valladolid: Imprenta Castellana, 1924). 
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festival’s organizers overtly emphasized its regional character.  The Semana Deportiva, 

therefore, was not just as an athletic event, but a forum for the development of a 

regional identity.  The week was organized by an executive committee, but there was 

also a committee of honor through which important local figures were associated with 

the event.  This committee of honor included the current captain-general of the region, 

the civil and military governors of Valladolid, the Archbishop of the region, the rector 

of the local university, the president of the provincial council and the mayor of 

Valladolid.  As well as these civil authorities, the presidents of the Federación 

Castellano-Leonesa and the Club Deportivo Español de Valladolid were also members 

of the honor committee so that the regional athletic organizations were honored as well.   

The festival opened with a ninety-five kilometer bike race from Valladolid to 

Palencia and back, with an unnamed art piece valued at 250 pesetas as the prize for the 

winner.  The artistic prize suggests that the same social bourgeois groups were 

interested in sport and art in Valladolid, just as in Barcelona and Madrid.  The festival 

organizers divided the race into two sections, with an upper division for licensed 

members of the Unión Velocipédica Española and a lower division for those who were 

not part of the national cycling society and presumably were not as good.  The bike race 

was followed by a week of track and field competitions including discus, javelin, long 

jump and 3,000, 1,500, and 100 meter footraces.  Finally, the festival ended with a six 

kilometer cross country race.  Participants entered the competition either as individuals 

or teams and there was even an overall team competition that totaled the points of 
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individuals from each team in all the different events.  The club competition represented 

the highest level and brought with it significant awards, specifically “una placa de plata 

alegórica” for the first place club and a silver cup for the second place one.  All these 

events were part of a fairly typical local athletic festival and give us an idea of what 

they were like.  Such Semanas Deportivas were community activities that brought 

towns and regions together.  The competitions provided topics for discussion in the 

bars, homes, and cafes of a town and forums for men to impress women and people they 

wanted to know without needing to be professional athletes, all in the purported cause 

of national fitness and revitalization. 

The most important and largest of these local festivals were in Madrid, where 

the original SGE became increasingly popular.  The SGE usually held these festivals in 

the Gran Teatro in Madrid, but other years saw the annual event held in open fields 

around the city or in the plaza de toros de Tetuán de las Victorias.  These Madrid events 

usually included competitions in the parallel bars, rings, fencing, boxing, and other 

sports that demonstrated both strength and skill, as opposed to the primarily outdoor 

activities most common in the countryside.  In 1912, the society held a special 

celebration for the silver anniversary of the organization with the three surviving 

founders of the society, Narciso Másferrer, Emilio Coll, and Eduardo Charles presiding 

over the events.89  In the same year, the SGE football section made it to the final match 

of the still new football cup tournament.  In fact, during this early period the SGE team 

 
89 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 25-28. 
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dominated football in Madrid, winning the regional title five straight years and its 

players would later join other clubs across the country, showing that it was an important 

force in the capital’s football development as well.   

In 1916, the SGE took yet another step up in status and national profile.  The 

1916 festival included over nine hundred participants and the king and queen presided 

over the event.  The royal attention resulted from rapid growth the organization 

experienced during the 1910s and the high profile the festivals held in previous years 

had brought them.  The festival celebrated the official grant of a royal title by King 

Alfonso XIII, raising the FGE and SGE to the Real Federación/ Sociedad Gimnástica 

Española (RFGE/SGE).  The center of the festival was a massive ceremony including 

the trumpets of the Regimiento de Rey, children from Escuela Aguirre and Escuela Pías 

de San Antón, the Colegio de Guardias Jóvenes, cadets from the Academia de 

Infantería, fireman and gymnastic teams.90  These different groups that were a part of 

the event signified the various sections of Madrid society that supported the society.  

The royal regiment denoted the king’s approval of course, but more significantly the 

various colegios and schools represented emphasized the SGE’s interest in physical 

education and the cause of regeneration by improving the physical health of the race.  

Lastly, the participation of the Academia de Infantería served as a reminder that the 

military was interested in many of the same regenerationist goals.  The event was an 

impressive spectacle and a sign that the organization was reaching an extremely 

 
90 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 26. 
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important level of influence and respect all across the nation. 

During the 1910s, there was a spate of new organizations founded by the FGE 

and people who had been a part of it throughout Madrid.  In 1914, the national 

federation founded the Sociedad Deportiva Obrera in an attempt to bring the gospel of 

physical education to the working classes.  This attempt brought little in return, 

however, because workers generally shunned it and instead became increasingly 

interested in football clubs that were more entertainment oriented and did not come with 

a social message.  Also the rising tide of public interest produced a wide variety of 

independent societies focusing on a specific sport.  The first cross country national meet 

was held on February 6, 1916, thanks to the organization of a group called España 

Sportiva.  On September 30, a set of rules for the Federación Castellana de Atletismo 

was established and within months of this new local group’s establishment, the Real 

Federación Española de Atletismo was founded at Atocha (San Sebastián).  These 

events produced local and national governing bodies exclusively for track and field and 

in September 1917 the first Campeones Nacionales of track and field were organized in 

Spain. 

Essentially, the RSGE of Madrid became a fully developed and networked 

organization with a huge following.  In 1922, the society had over 1,400 members 

without differentiation or official hierarchy in the RSGE.  All members paid a monthly 

fee of five pesetas (which was raised for the first time in a decade in 1922).91  Because 

 
91 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 31-36. 
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of the continued emphasis on educating children, there were youth memberships for 

three pesetas and some gyms even allowed children to play for free.  The RSGE 

maintained gyms in Madrid on calle Libertad, calle Marques de Leganés, and calle 

Barbiere and fields at calle Princesa, calle Diego de León y el Andrés Mellado, calle cea 

Bermudez, calle Guzmán de Bueno and calle Donoso Cortés.  Importantly, all of these 

fields were all located in newly urbanized middle-class neighborhoods of the 

northwestern part of the city where the SGE’s white-collar membership mostly lived.  

The organization also saw its revenues explode from an average of 20,000 pesetas a 

year between 1917 and 1920 to 52,093 pesetas in 1921, a huge jump in membership and 

influence.  Further recognition of the society’s service and nationalist goals came in 

1924 as the new dictator, General Primo de Rivera, went to great lengths to prove that 

he had only taken control to provide the “strong hand” needed to revitalize the nation.  

He had the Ministry of Public Instruction start to provide the RSGE with annual 

funding, initially of 1,500 pesetas and in a few years state support was raised to 2,000 a 

year to provide government support for their efforts at physical regeneration.  The 

moment that most signified the maturity of the RSGE as an institution was the purchase 

and construction of a new central office, gymnasium, and playing fields.  The project 

began with the goal of a large complex in March 1920, and in a little over a year they 

had gathered 12,000 pesetas from the contributions of its socios for its purchase and 

construction.  Land was purchased at 20 calle Barbieri and 27 calle Libertad just north 

of the Gran Vía in the most modern part of Madrid and the location exemplified that 
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new level of importance the society had attained.  They renovated the building that ran 

between the two streets over the next year and turned it into a complete gymnastic 

center.  Beyond the 12,000 pesetas spent on the land, the society spent 28,411 on 

construction of the gymnasium and 17,852 on the purchase and refit of the fields.92  The 

center opened on March 6, 1922, and they played the first match at the companion 

fields at Diego de León on June 4 against Real Madrid F.C.. 

 With new fields and a modern gymnasium purchased for a huge outlay of 

money, the organization started by four officemates and their friends in 1887 had 

clearly come a long way.  Over its thirty five years of existence, the RSGE had 

spearheaded the introduction and popularization of athletics within Spain, gaining a 

royal title, government support and money, and recognition from a range of 

regenerationist thinkers hoping to revitalize the nation.  While it would continue to be 

important after 1922, the gymnastic organization had reached the height of its 

popularity and had already been overtaken by one of its step-children, football specific 

clubs.  It is entirely appropriate that the RSGE’s 1922 celebration of the opening of their 

new gymnasium and fields was not held as a gymnastics festival, but as a football match 

against what was already the largest and richest club in Madrid, Real Madrid.  As we 

shall see, the athletic movement introduced and founded by members of the ILE and 

RFGE would be overtaken and eventually dominated by football clubs that shifted the 

emphasis from the pedagogical, regenerationist, promotion of physical education to the 

 
92 Sevilla Gómez, Sociedad Gimnástica, 29-31. 
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unyielding pursuit of on-field victory.  This change would be gradual and contested at 

every step, but for good or ill, the combination of mass consumerism and spectator sport 

would prove far more powerful than any political or pedagogical ideology that might 

oppose it. 
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Races 
World 
Record 

Spanish 
Record 

Castilian 
Record 

100m 10”2/5 11” 11”1/5 
200m 21” 23”1/5 23” 2/5 
400m 47”3/5 51” 52”3/5 
800m 1’51”9/10 2’1” 2’5”3/5 
1.500m 3’52” 2/5 4’15” 4’25” 
5.000m 14’28”3/5 15’41”3/5 16’28” 
10.000m 30’23”1/5 32’50” 35’12” 
Marathon 2h 18’59” 2h 54’ 3h 
Jumps    
High 2.04 1.8 1.7 
Long Jump 7.76 6.815 6.5 
Triple Jump 15.525 13.57 13.57 
Pole Vault 4.21 3.36 3.2 
Throws    
Shot Put 15.545 12.495 12.495 
Disc 48.36 41.44 35.2 
Javelin 66.57 48 41.4 
Hammer 57.742 33.41 33.41 

Table 2.1  World, Spanish, and Castilian Records in 1925 27  
 

Porras’s chart revealed several important facts about the state of Spanish athletic 

development.  First and foremost, Spanish athletic skill was poor at best.  In every event 

the Spanish best is well off of the international time or distance and it is only even close 

in the shorter races where smaller time differences are natural and smaller numbers 

signify larger differences.  In all events, the percentage difference between the Spanish 

records and the world records were significant and verged upon embarrassing. 
 

27 Emilio Cesar Porras Forero, Educación física: Concepto general, desde el punto de vista higiénica, de 
los deportes actuales y su acción benéfica o perjudicial en el desarrollo de la juventud (Madrid: Ciudad 
Lineal, 1925), 42-43. 



 124

The second revealing aspect of the chart is that only four of the sixteen Spanish 

records were held by Castilians, a fact made obvious by comparing the Castilian and 

Spanish records.  That Catalans and Basques held most of the Spanish records made it 

painfully clear that Spain’s athletic development mirrored its economic and urban 

development.  Catalonia and the Basque country had built industrial institutions and 

urban lifestyles more in tune with European models then anywhere else in the country.  

Between 1900 and 1930, thousands of immigrants from the countryside flocked to both 

cities and gave them the two fastest growing populations in the country.  It was logical, 

then, that those areas produced the most vibrant sporting cultures in the country as well 

and through athletic records provided direct, concrete examples of this superiority.  

Further, recognizing that Spain, and particularly Castile, was behind the curve 

athletically meant recognizing that the sources for athletic revival were European.  The 

avalanche of new uniforms, rules, and everything else related to the new ‘matches’ 

came from other countries were an important acknowledgement of weakness and 

acceptance of the developing European world. 

 

Racial Theory 

 The desire to introduce physical education programs was backed by an array of 

scientific analyses that broke down exercise into rational activities focusing on different 

parts of the body.  Almost every writer on this topic drew upon the foreign influences of 

the gymnastic movement and British public schools for their ideology and some even 



 125

                                                

cast analyses of what sports became popular in different countries in racial terms.  For 

example, Federico Reparaz suggested that football gained popularity in countries 

“parvulos” or subservient such as Czechoslovakia.28  In comparison, he viewed track 

and field as the athletic arena of the nation’s maestros, most prominently represented by 

the United Kingdom and the United States.29  This served as both an analysis and a 

warning to a Spain in the twenties rapidly embracing football and in his view marking 

itself as one of the lesser countries. 

Most writers, however, strove to create a program of education attuned to the 

Spanish nature in particular.  Joaquín Decref argued that the “races to the north” built 

up an idealized physical form that embodied sheer size and strength.30  In comparison, 

he promoted a Spanish ideal that focused more upon the blending of strength with speed 

and agility, than on simple brute strength.  Decref illustrated the difference in racial 

ideas though a comparison of representative paintings then in the gallery of the Museo 

del Prado in Madrid, the Hercules of the Spanish Baroque painter Francisco de 

Zurbarán and a Hercules by the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens.  He described the 

Hercules of Zurbarán as strong, but also agile, capable of “reacciones rápidas y 

violentas, saltar, correr; debe predominar en aquella arquitectura la astucia de la 

movilidad.” 

 
28 Frederico Reparaz, Deportes atléticos (Madrid: Calpe [Biblioteca de Deportes], 1924), 9. 
29 On the surface, this appears to be inconsistent given the popularity of football in Britain.  Reparaz, 
however, focuses on middle-class sport and football was primarily a working-class sport in Britain by the 
turn of the century. 
30 Decref, Necesidad de implantar, 10-11. 



 

Illustration 2.1 Hercules Fights with the Erymanthian Boar, Francisco de Zurbarán, 1634.  

 

Zurbarán’s image shows Hercules actively fighting a boar on one foot and wielding a 

club athletically, emphasizing his agility and not strength alone.31

In comparison, the northern European image is “abultado, gigantesco, 

elefantiásico, parece hecho y así resulta, para ejecutar movimientos de gran fuerza, pero 

lentos y resistentes, más con arreglo a la cantidad que a la calidad.”   

                                                 
31 Zurbarán actually painted a series of the ten labors of Hercules that all use similar active imagery.  I am 
not sure which of these painting Decref referred to and have chosen the one that best illustrates his 
argument. 
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Illustration 2.2  Hercules Drunk, Being Led Away By a Nymph and a Satyr. Peter Paul Rubens, 1611. The 
Dresden Gallery, Dresden, Germany. 

 
 

This idea can clearly be seen in Rubens’s painting of the drunken Hercules.  Rubens’s 

portrayal is certainly of a strong, powerful man, but it is hard to envision this Hercules 

as capable of more than simple feats of strength. 

In the next paragraph, Decref repeated this imagery by claiming that in circuses 

the great leapers were primarily Africans, Italians, and Spaniards, while northern 

Europeans were the musclemen.  Finally, Decref’s third example reiterated his point 

and emphasized his “scientific” rational for racial difference that he attributed to 
 127
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different characteristics like geography.  Decref argued that the differences in the 

northern and southern European races were analogous to those between Arabian and 

Norman horses.  He described Arab horses as “enjuto de musculatura, de líneas suaves 

y elegantes, y tenéis el cabello ágil, corredor y cuyos pequeños esfuerzos son duraderos 

teniendo la particularidad de ser muy resistentes aun mal cuidados.”  In comparison, 

Norman horses are portrayed as admittedly two or even three times as powerful as the 

Arabians, but “las condiciones de agilidad, ligereza y resistencia que tiene un cabello 

árabe no lo conseguirías con todo la raza de caballos creada en Normandía.”  For 

Decref, this versatility resulted from the diversity of the Spanish landscape and the 

Mediterranean in general.  Because Spaniards had to deal with such a variety of 

environments they learned to adjust.  This provided him with a pseudo-scientific 

rationale for his ideal Spaniard and called upon the very geography of the country as his 

defense, something everyone could support.  This placed Decref among a large number 

of theorists at turn-of-the-century, who embraced Social Darwinism on the national 

scale as a means of explaining the success and characteristics of nations. 

Decref and the Spanish supporters of sport needed to emphasize the forms of 

physical activity they promoted to implant exercises that would develop the “Spanish” 

ideal.  Emilio Porras advocated this directly and used football as an example.32  He 

asserted that Spaniards were inherently individualistic and that football did not fit them.  

As a result, in Porras’s view football was the ideal sport to be introduced in Spain 

 
32 Porras, Educación física, 32-33. 
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because it taught individualistic Spaniards to work as a team.  Football, therefore, was 

believed to be able to help rectify the Spaniards greatest failure, a deep rooted 

individuality.  Importantly, this idea of answering the nation’s weakness gave the 

theorists another way to adopt the credibility of current science and assert their own 

nation’s difference and, subtly, the superiority of their physical ideal.  Essentially, it 

sold physical exercise though a nationalist appeal. 

 

Balance Between Mind and Body 

While some supporters of gymnastic programs saw physical degeneration 

exclusively as the fundamental cause of the nation’s weakness, most thinkers placed 

physical failures within a larger context, the ideal of a balance between the mind and the 

body epitomized within the British public school ethic.  Like their British predecessors, 

Spanish supporters of physical education called upon classical models of ancient Greece 

and preached a harmony of mind and body that demanded education and training of the 

body as a prerequisite for the successful development of the mind.  Physical 

degeneration, therefore, was portrayed as the culprit for Spain’s failure to modernize 

and develop scientifically, intellectually and as an industrial nation as well as the simple 

physical failings previously discussed.  In 1888, Manuel Bartolomé Cossío provided a 

seminal example of such though with what was essentially a mission statement for the 

application of sports within the ILE.  He wrote: 

El ideal moderno de la escuela, según el cual este debe ser una institución 
educativa en el amplio concepto de la palabra, ha despertado entre sus 
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exigencias, y como una de las más imperiosas, la de la educación física; y esta 
exigencia se ha respondido en todas partes la disminución de horas de clase, la 
mejora de los locales y el mobiliario, la gimnasia, y los juegos corporales, los 
pasaos ciertos días de la semana y las excursiones dominicales más largas.  No 
puede hacer más la escuela mientras se trata únicamente de rectificar el carácter 
intelectualista del programa antiguo, armonizando el descubrimiento de los dos 
elementos esenciales del organismo humano: el psíquico y el físico.33

 
Cossío, therefore, agreed with the traditional ideal of a balance between the mind and 

body being necessary for truly effective education and growth and at the same time 

associated that approach with “modern” methods of education.  His stature increased 

the importance of this viewpoint.  It was published in the BILE, the organ of the ILE, 

and Cossío himself served as director of the Museo Pedegógico Nacional established in 

1882 by Royal Decree.34  Cossío was also Giner de los Ríos’s former student and 

closest collaborator, tying his ideas even closer to the ILE.  Similar arguments were 

made by Giner himself on the need and value of athletics in the education of youths.  He 

argued that athletics favored and developed physical health and provided an excellent 

school of character, personal bravery, resolution, and the submission to rules.35  “El 

egoísmo, el sentimentalismo y la debilidad tiene que desaparecer, el elogio y la censura 

en los labios de sus iguales mantienen el pundonor del niño.”36  Therefore, he saw sport 

as providing an outlet for the expression of moral and intellectual learning that the 

classroom restrained as well as a field of learning through individual experience, which 

 
33 Manuel Cossío, “Las colonias escolares de vacaciones,” BILE 12 (1888): 205. 
34 Francisco López Serra, La Institución Libre de Enseñanza: Historia de la educación física de 1876 a 
1898 (Madrid: Gymnos Editorial, 1998), 36. 
35 Ricardo Gurriarán Rodríguez, Aportación de la Institución Libre de Enseñanza a la educación física 
del siglo XIX (Santiago de Compostela: Tórculo Artes Gráf., 1996), 82-3. 
36 Francisco Giner de los Ríos, Obras Completas (Madrid: 1927), vol. 16, 282. 
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his pedagogical approach venerated.  This lesson was regularly accepted by later writers 

who looked to the ILE as the cutting edge of Spanish pedagogical thought.  For 

example, Federico Reparaz quoted Francisco Giner de los Ríos’s “Ensayos sobre 

educación” in defense of the idea that children needed to be taught morals to grow 

strong with the implication that sport should be used to produce such morals.37

 The ILE was not the only group that emphasized the balance between mind and 

body as the ideal pedagogical approach.  Marcelo Sanz directly argued that both sides 

of the human organism had to be developed.  He asked what point there was in 

developing a capable mind and imagination if the hand was incapable of building and 

using that information to any constructive purpose. 38  Sanz made his position starkly 

clear by opening his chapter on football in Ensayo de una higiene deportiva o las 

deportes ante la higiene with a quote from Demolins.  The quote affirmed “una 

educación bien entendida no debe descuidar ni el espíritu ni el cuerpo, porque estos dos 

elementos son indispensables al hombre.  No debe sacrificarse ni el espíritu al cuerpo, 

ni el cuerpo espíritu; se establecerá este los dos, siempre que sea posible, un justo y 

perfecto equilibrio.”39  Sanz drove home this position by emphasizing that it was the 

combination of the physical and mental that produced the technology that allowed 

humanity to advance.  Bluntly, scientific development came through people seeking 

solutions to physical problems.  He cited the invention of bicycles, automobiles, and 

 
37 Reparaz, Deportes atléticos, 11. 
38 Sanz, Ensayo, 19-22. 
39 Sanz, Ensayo, 112. 
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planes as attempts to increase transportation and speed in the real world and suggested 

that initially they were “sporting problems.”  This rationale had clear overtones of 

contemporary arguments, such as the idea of the Protestant Work Ethic as a means for 

explaining northern European success.  Obviously, Sanz was influenced by the northern 

European sports movements discussed already, which took the idea of applied 

knowledge as a foundation and built physical education upon it. 

In a representative 1902 doctoral dissertation in the field of medicine, Eduardo 

Utor Sotomayor set out this ideal of a balance between the mind and body in more 

scientific terms.  He wrote: 

El automatismo es precisamente el elemento de fuerza instintiva opuesto al del 
elemento de fuerza intelectual llamado atención: resulta pues, un descanso del 
cerebro y un ejercicio óseo-muscular que compensa el gasto de energías que 
aquel tuvo en su tarea y un dispendio del sistema loco-motor, cuya fuerza 
sinérgica estuvo almacenada durante su tiempo de reposo; quedando al final del 
ejercicio perfectamente equilibrado el organismo, siendo este equilibrio el sostén 
del bienestar físico.40

 
This paragraph is Sotomayor’s key to why physical education needed to be included in 

the schools.  Its center is the need for balance between the physical and the intellectual.  

He couched this balance in scientific language that connected it to the medical 

community and the authority that community carried.  Sotomayor continued by 

explaining that ignoring the body produced bad physical habits that first were temporary 

(deformación pasajera), but later became permanent (deformación completa) and that 

 
40 Eduardo Utor Sotomayor, Sobre gimnástica escolar, elemental é higiénica (Algeciras: El Porvenir, 
1901), 11. 




