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Roadside billboards and high-rise
hotels are banned on Spain’s holiday
island of Lanzarote-a legacy of

visionary artist Cesar Manrique, whose
birth a century ago is being celebrated this
year. Part of the volcanic Canary Islands, a
Spanish archipelago located in the Atlantic
Ocean off the northwestern coast of Africa,
the arid island welcomes some three mil-

lion tourists a year. But, thanks to
Manrique’s influence, it has avoided the
same fate as the concrete jungles of the
Costa del Sol on mainland Spain.

While there has been a large amount of
construction, dwellings on Lanzarote,
home to around 150,000 people, largely
retain a minimalist simplicity.

They are whitewashed with green or
blue woodwork, in keeping with local tra-

dition. After working in New York as a
painter and sculptor, Manrique returned in
1966 to his native Lanzarote, where he
built a series of original buildings that
merged with the island’s unique landscape
and have become part of its attraction.

He also worked closely with the local
government on regulations that protected
Lanzarote from the ravages of rampant

development and encouraged sustainable
tourism. The efforts to preserve
Lanzarote’s natural heritage were
acknowledged by UNESCO, which desig-
nated the island as a World Biosphere
Reserve in 1993 — a year after Manrique
died in a car accident aged 72. “I always
intended to return, because I knew that on
my island there are a series of landscapes
that are not normal,” Manrique once said.

Volcanic bubbles   
To mark the centenary of his birth,

Spain’s King Felipe VI inaugurated last
month a major retrospective of Manrique’s
works at the Caesar Manrique Foundation
in the artist’s former home in the town of
Tahiche. The building, built on a lava out-
flow, uses the lower level of a natural for-
mation of five volcanic bubbles to create a
liveable space. Using dynamite, Manrique
opened pathways connecting the five bub-
bles, which were then converted into
rooms with whitewashed walls.

The upper level has sweeping views of
Lanzarote’s petrified lava streams and vol-
canos. “The relationship between art and
nature is Manrique’s genetic axis,” the
foundation’s director, Fernando Gomez
Aguilera, told AFP, adding that for the late
artist, “luxury comes from nature”. Highly
sociable and hedonistic, as a child
Manrique liked to draw in the sand on the
beach and had the “gift of noticing every-
thing”, his brother Carlos, 94, told AFP.

Traditional buildings   
After moving back to Lanzarote,

Manrique quickly formed a bond with
Pepin Ramirez, the head of the island’s
local government at the time and his child-
hood friend. Ramirez provided Manrique
with technicians and workers for him to
realise his unique building projects, and
prioritized the artist’s vision for the island
over developing infrastructure. “It was a
political bet; he reversed the order and
they won the bet,” said Gomez Aguilera.

Perhaps his greatest project is the
Jameos del Agua cave-a lava tube where
he created a natural auditorium, swimming
pool and restaurant with views over a small
lake that is home to a species of blind albi-
no crab found only in Lanzarote. Another
famous work is the cliffside El Rio
Viewpoint and restaurant views of the
neighboring island of La Graciosa which,
like his other buildings, is harmoniously
integrated with the natural environment. At
the same time Manrique encouraged locals
to respect traditional building methods.
“He would go to villages, talk to farmers,
and tell them: ‘Your house is beautiful, take

care of it, don’t let it crumble, it is good
architecture,” said Tonin Ramos, an electri-
cian who worked with Manrique.

Would be a disaster
Marcial Martin, a former director of a

network of cultural centers set up by
Manrique, said “people are still aware that
their home, their surroundings, must be
cared for... that environmental awareness is
still in force.” Manrique started developing
his projects just as Lanzarote began to
develop its tourism sector, which now
dominates its economy after centuries of
relying on subsistence farming and fishing.
“He sensed that if the island was not con-
trolled, its growth and development would
be a disaster,” said musician and painter
Ildefonso Aguilar, 74, who worked with
Manrique.

While no “original works” have been
built on Lanzarote since Manrique’s death,
and there is a “standardization” of building
styles in tourist centers, the late artist’s
vision for the island has been respected,
Marcial Martin said. “It is a very fragile ter-
ritory, if you break it even just a little, it is
really hard, if not impossible, to restore it.
We have to take care of it,” he said. — AFP 

View of the Cactus Garden, created in 1991 by Spanish artist and architect Cesar
Manrique, in the village of Guatiza, on the island of Lanzarote in the Canary Islands.

A view of Timanfaya National Park, near Yaiza, on the island of Lanzarote in the
Canary Islands.

View of the swimming pool in the house of Spanish artist and architect Cesar
Manrique in Tahiche, on the island of Lanzarote in the Canary Islands.

Two women visit the
‘Jameos del Agua’, a Culture
and Tourism Centre created

by artist and architect Cesar
Manrique, near Punta

Mujeres, on the island of
Lanzarote in the Canary

Islands.

Spanish artist Ildefonso
Aguilar de la Rua poses at
his workshop in Tahiche, on
the island of Lanzarote in the
Canary Islands. 
— AFP photos

These pictures show the Royal
Cemeteries of Meroe Pyramids
in Begrawiya at River Nile
State, Sudan.— Reuters  

Portuguese architect Tania Monteiro and
her husband are almost alone as they tour
Sudan’s pyramids, a world-class attrac-

tion long neglected by the world. “People are
really, really nice, always very welcoming,”
Monteiro said on a recent visit to Meroe, an
ancient city on the east bank of the River Nile
about 200 km northeast of the capital
Khartoum. Sudan has more - though smaller -
pyramids than Egypt, but attracted only about
700,000 tourists in 2018 compared to some 10
million in its northern neighbor.

Conflicts and crises under veteran ruler Omar
al-Bashir, a tough visa regime and a lack of
roads and decent hotels outside Khartoum have
made Sudan an unlikely tourist destination. But
Bashir lost power in April, and the new civilian
transition government is easing visa rules to
attract more visitors with their hard currency to
places such as the Royal Pyramids of Meroe. A

film crew was shooting a promotional video for a
travel agency in Khartoum.

Like the Egyptians, the Nubian Kush dynasty
that ruled in the area some 2,500 years ago
buried members of the royal family in pyramid
tombs. Near Meroe’s pyramids lie an array of
temples with ancient drawings of animals and
the ancient city of Naga, and there are more
pyramids further north at Jebel Barka.

Rise in tourist numbers
The new government has already started

relaxing the visa system, including dropping a
permit required for travel outside Khartoum,
said Graham Abdel-Qadir, undersecretary of
the ministry of information, culture and
tourism. “There has been already a rise of
tourists in October and November thanks to
the new system,” he told Reuters. Arrivals fell
this year because of unrest but numbers are

expected to exceed 900,000 next year and
might reach up to 1.2 million in 2021, he said.
Sudan needs tourists after decades of isolation
and hyperinflation. 

This week the pound fell on the black market
to 81 per dollar. The official rate is 45. At Meroe,
thanks to money from Qatar and German
expertise, a visitor’s centre has been set up
explaining the history of Sudan and the pyra-
mids. There are walking tracks and a new recep-
tion centre. Visitors can for first time enter the
pyramids’ interior and will soon be able to go
into tombs underneath, part of Qatar’s $135 mil-
lion aid. Several pyramids will be restored after
decades of neglect. Sudanese tourists are also
coming. “We had three buses (of Sudanese
alone) yesterday,” said Mahmoud Suleiman,
head of the site. — Reuters  


