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Introduction

Blackpool’s aspiration to achieve World Heritage Site status as a 
major centre of popular tourism could be mirrored by a proposal 
to promote Benidorm as a World Heritage Site because of its 
special place in architectural history as the first high-rise resort 
in Europe.1 

The proposal in question came from Professor Philippe Duhamel 
of the University of Angers who told the Twelfth International Beni-
dorm Tourism Forum that the resort’s ‘unique collection of sky-
scrapers’ were of a particular cultural importance. ‘Benidorm is 
the Dubai of Europe’, he says. ‘It is unique in Europe, is known 
worldwide and is a remarkable site for what is understood by 
mass tourism.’2 Tourism is now the world’s most dynamic and 
important industry, whether viewed in terms of employment, cul-
tural change or environmental impact, ‘and the beach holiday is 
a particularly significant component of tourism’s growth’ and as 
such, ‘outstanding holiday destinations like Benidorm, deserve to 
be taken seriously’.3 Aside from the resistance this proposal has 
met amongst world heritage proper and the media, it is neverthe-
less a thought-provoking phenomenon. What can this quintes-
sentially twentieth century city teach us about, the architectures 
of leisure, exuberance, paradise and utopia? Outside of its eco-
nomic success does Benidorm stand as cautionary tale to the 
urbanisation of mass tourism or as a utopian phenomenon? In 
order to answer this question it is of great importance to begin to 
understand the city, not just through its history and politics, but 
also through its image, representation and semantic qualities, to 
decipher the cityscape of Benidorm alongside projects of similar 
scale and ideological intent.

Benidorm is perhaps the one Spanish town where the massive 
industry of leisure and tourism has turned into a paradigm; it be-

1  SALON - the Society of Antiquaries of London Online Newsletter: Issue 202, 8 December 2008
2  IBID
3  Inquiring into residential tourism: The Costa Blanca case: Dr Tomás Mazón, 21 Nov 2006

1
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came a model that all early holiday resorts have been based on.  
In effect, Benidorm has become a city built for the desires of the 
holidaymaker. Its urban topology and legibility has grown over the 
last half a century to suit the desires, luxuries, cultures and home 
comforts of the holidaymaker. Prior to the arrival of the package 
holiday, the population of Benidorm numbered only 3,000 and its 
main economy was tuna fishing. In the early 1950s fish catches 
began declining and the tuna industry began to fail. Faced with 
economic unrest in 1956 the town council approved the ‘Plan 
General de Ordinacion’, employing all the town’s resources into 
tourism. A mass building programme was planned to accommo-
date for a potential influx of visitors. 

From then onwards a transient population of predominantly British 
tourists have been religiously migrating en masse to Benidorm, as 
a result a resort on the scale of a city has materialised.  Benidorm 
has laid claim to more cult attention than any other European holi-
day resort and is now a town with more high-rise buildings per-
capita than anywhere else in the world. Its success culminated 
in 1977 when Benidorm entertained 12 million visitors, a figure 
that has never been bettered. Benidorm once contributed 12% of 
Spain’s gross national product which meant that the town’s rev-
enue was a massive €16,853,000 every day of the year.4

The city as one finds it in history […] is the point of maximum 
concentration for the power and culture of a community [...] 
here in the city the goods of civilization are multiplied and mani-
fold; here is where human experience is transformed into viable 
signs, symbols and patterns of conduct, systems of order. Here 
is where the issues of civilization are focused: here, too, ritual 
passes on occasion into the active drama of a fully differentiated 
and self-conscious society.5

4  MVRDV :Costa iberica: (Winy Maas 1998)
5  The Lewis Mymford Reader, ed. Donald L. Miller (New York: Pantheon Books, 1986), pp. 104-
107.
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Fig:4 Benidorm City Scape for the calle de viena





In the summer of 2013 I embarked on a study trip with these as-
sertions in mind. This project will begin by looking into the ideo-
logical origins of the city of Benidorm. It will then look to decipher 
the semantic experience of the city through observations and 
fieldwork and finally it will explore the question of achieved utopia.

The Birth of Benidorm

In the mid nineteenth century Benidorm was a small fishing com-
munity with a population numbering only six thousand inhabit-
ants.6 In contrast to today the sea was far from viewed as a place 
of pleasure, its long beaches were a place of work a long way 
from the sunloungers and bathers of today. The land surround-
ing the town was barren, offering no real use aside from small 
almond and olive plantations. Aside from a few Spanish wealthy 
‘veraneos’ enjoying the occasional weekend by the sea Benidorm 
was known to few.

Prior to the birth of modern Benidorm Spain was in the grip of a 
conservative, Catholic and authoritarian regime run by the then 
dictator Francisco Franco. The regime sought to ‘rid Spain of the 
systems and ideologies that had “corrupted” her true identity. 
Among these democracy, atheism, and, at least in the early years 
of the regime capitalism—and the liberal market’.7 Through af-
filiations with Mussolini and Hitler during the Second World War 
Spain had become increasingly isolated from the international 
community and throughout the 1940s and early 1950s remained 
largely economically, politically, and culturally isolated from the 
outside world.8 As surrounding European countries began rapid 
modernisation Spain’s economy began to fall into rapid decline. 
Subsequently for Benidorm the fishing economy it once relied on 
6  Benidorm los orígenes de laciudad vertical: (Benidorm City Council Department of Culture: 2006 ) page 17
7  Sebastian, Balfour, “Spain from 1931 to the Present.” Published in Raymond Carr, In Spain: A 
History. (Oxford University Press: New York: 2000) Page:265
8  Helen Eve Graham, Jo Labanyi: Spanish Cultural Studies: An Introduction: The struggle for 
Modernity: (Oxford: Oxford university press. 1995) Page 165
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became unsustainable and those who lived there had to look 
elsewhere for their livelihood.

In 1950 young, Benidorm born Pedro Zaragoza Orts, took over 
as mayor. He was later to become known as the ‘godfather of 
mass tourism’. Having been brought up in Benidorm and hav-
ing worked as a miner and later a travelling salesman, he was 
acute to Spain’s political and economic climate and instantly 
got to work on constructing a better future for his town. Re-
alising the emerging practice of travelling for leisure amongst 
Northern Europeans, Zaragoza anticipated what could be 
seen as one of Spain’s biggest cultural revolutions – mass 
tourism.9 By promoting tourism Zaragoza sought to capitalise 
on Benidorm’s most abundant resource – year round sunshine 
and golden beaches. Zaragoza set out a grandiose vision to 
transform Benidorm into what he called a ‘bourgeois pan Eu-
ropean holiday utopia’.10

9  Giles, Tremlet: Ghosts of Spain (Faber & Faber: London 2012)
10  Elizabeth, Nash: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/pedro-zaragoza-devel-
oper-of-highrise-Benidorm-804022.html

Fig:5 Levante Beach 1952

Fig:6 Pedro Zaragoza
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Fig:7 Hisotric Benidorm





By the end…it was clear that Spain’s spiritual and cultural isola-
tion was at an end, overwhelmed by the great alien invasion 
from the North of money and freedoms. Spain became the 
most visited tourist country in the World, and slowly, as the 
foreigners poured in, its identity was submerged, its life-style 

altered more in a single decade than in the previous century.11    

From Bull Fighters to bikinis

The first European tourists brought with them a new liberal sym-
bol – the two piece bathing suit – now commonly known as the 
bikini. At the time the conservative society of Spain governed by 
Catholicism viewed this form of exposure as indecent, as such 
civil guards had been ordering tourists to cover up. Zaragoza was 
acute to the significance the bikini symbolized towards the suc-
cess of tourism and in response signed a municipal order sanc-
tioning the wearing of bikinis on Benidorms beaches, the first 
Spanish province to do so. The Catholic rule took offense and 
started an excommunication processes against him.12 Zaragoza 
deiced to take on the church by making a trip to meet with Fran-
cisco Franco personally: 

“I got on my Vespa and drove to Madrid,” he recalled. “I set off 
before dawn and I arrived in the hot afternoon. I’d brought a 
clean shirt to change into, but no clean trousers. So I met the 
generalissimo with my trousers all stained with motor oil from 
my bike.” 13

Franco was charmed, convinced by Zaragoza’s visit he decided it 
was important to encourage tourism and reconfirmed Zaragoza’s 
power as mayor. The archbishop dropped the excommunica-
tion process allowing bikinis to stay on Spanish beaches. Giles 
Tremlett contends that the decision to allow bikinis on Benidorm’s 
beaches in the early 1960s serves to illustrate the loosening of 

11  Norman, Lewis: ‘Voices of the Old Sea’:(Carroll and Graf Publishers: New York:2006) Page:1
12  Giles, Tremlet: Ghosts of Spain (Faber & Faber: London 2012)
13  http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/pedro-zaragoza-developer-of-highrise-beni-
dorm-804022.html
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Fig:8 Levante Beach

Fig:9 Beach Culture
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domestic social and political structures that occurred as a result 
of tourism. Since that order was passed Benidorm has come to 
be seen as a towering symbol of Spain’s tourist boom, receiving 
large influxes of British and other western European tourists each 
summer.14  ’some see the bikini, at least symbolically as a defin-
ing moment in recent Spanish history. It marked the beginning of 
a timid sexual revolution and helped take the Catholicism out of 
national Catholicism.’15 This Single act started Spain’s accelera-
tion into the modern world.

Traits of utopia:

Throughout this section I intend to deconstruct the ideas and 
framework deployed by the founders of Benidorm towards its 
conception by comparing various ideological urban movements, 
each similar in image, intent and experience. I will look to ex-
plore the resultant experience of Benidorm and illustrate an un-
derstanding of its ambition. Benidorm has come to be seen as a 
model for all mass tourist resorts. I will argue that these ideologies 
represent the foundation of modern holidaying, mass tourism and 
the society of leisure.

[…] all the great urban planners, engineers and architects of the 
twentieth century set about their tasks by combining an intense 
imaginary of some alternative world (both physical and social) 
with a practical concern for engineering and re-engineering ur-
ban regional spaces according to radical new designs.16

Through visiting Benidorm and subsequent field based research 
it is seemingly clear Benidorm was conceived in the image of an 
amalgamation of early twentieth century modern movements 

14  Giles, Tremlet: Ghosts of Spain (Faber & Faber: London 2012)
15  Giles, Tremlet: Ghosts of Spain (Faber & Faber: London 2012) page 103
16  David Harvey, Spaces of Hope. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000) page 164
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each chiefly concerned with the ideology of crafting a new soci-
ety.17 I will argue that the conception of Benidorm and its subse-
quent ambition can be viewed as representative of the desires 
of the European population of the mid twentieth century and 
the resultant city stands as product to those ideas and visions. 
Illustrated through an understanding of the history of Benidorm, 
Zaragoza and others were presented with a ‘blank canvas’ from 
which to construct a new society that could cater for the reverie 
of the European of the times. The subsequent opportunity al-
lowed for a vast construction project, which from its onset was 
conceived on the scale of a city. The plan put in place is still the 
plan of the city in its entirety.

This city, as Zaragoza coined in an interview with the guardian 
writer Elizabeth Nash before his death, was to be a ‘bourgeoi-
sie pan-European holiday utopia.’18 This grandiose claim has in 
turn laid the framework for what is seen today. The terminology 
used by Zaragoza becomes fascinating when considering the 
resultant city in tandem with modernist urbanism of the early 
twentieth century. 

17  Benidorm los orígenes de laciudad vertical: (Benidorm City Council Department of Culture: 2006)
18  Elizabeth, Nash: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/pedro-zaragoza-develop-
er-of-highrise-Benidorm-804022.html
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Looking to Utopia

The chief concern of utopian spaces through out the 20th 
century has been primarily concerned with authority and the 
process of social ordering. Louis Marin

Describing the ambition of Benidorm as a ‘pan European holi-
day utopia’ Zaragoza placed an emphasis upon the idiom of 
utopia. The concept of the term, derived from Thomas More’s 
Utopia (1516), traditionally refers both to somewhere good and 
nowhere. The double meaning is contained within the word it-
self, which plays on the Greek compounds ‘eu-topos’ meaning 
a happy fortunate place, and ‘ou-topos’ meaning no place.19 
Utopia, portrayed by More, is an island representative of an ide-
alised society, excluded from the complexities and hardship of 
the known world.20 

This concept can be read in parallel throughout the experience 
of Benidorm and arguably within most sites of tourism. Created 
first and foremost as a place of leisure and escapism Benidorm 
is at once a site of both ‘eu-topos’ and ‘ou-topos’.21  The tour 
operators and administration of Benidorm would describe it as 
a place of great happiness and joy. Nonetheless the experience 
of those who inhabit it is seemingly detached from the realities 
of their home lives. In More’s Utopia, he excluded the potentially 
disruptive social forces of money, private property, wage labour, 
exploitation, capital accumulation and the market place.22 Each 
of the above contributes to the anxieties and pressures of west-
ern capitalist society. Upon arriving in Benidorm, the holiday-
maker, liberated from the above anxieties, is led into a state 
of escapism. Food and shelter is supplied (after of course, the 
previous purchase for the experience), work does not exist and 
in turn, as the structures of capitalist life are deconstructed, a 

19  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 6
20  Hans, Venema, Mark, Hendricks, Niek Hazendonk: Greetings from Europe (010 Publishers: 
Rotterdam: 2008) page:60
21  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 6
22  David Harvey, Spaces of Hope. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000) page: 160
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Fig:10 The island of utopia: Ambosius Holbien, From Thomas More’s Utopia, book II (1563) edition
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level of equality is reached between others.

Throughout the novel More offers little descriptive detail of the 
physicality of Utopia. Despite this, it becomes apparent that Uto-
pia has a ridged spatial form. Each of the fifty-four city-states, or 
what More calls, civitas, are located precisely twenty four miles 
apart, each has a population of six thousand families23 and are 
seemingly integrated into the surrounding landscape.24 This em-
phasis on hierarchical arrangement is further emphasised in the 
description of the capital civita, Amourot.25 Like each of the other 
‘city-states’ it is subdivided into four equal districts, with streets 
that are twenty feet apart, and quarters with rectangular houses 
and gardens placed in a manner that reproduces the form of the 
city.26 

Fig. 11 depicts the city of Amaurot in Thomas More’s Utopia, as 
drawn by Brian Goodey, based largely on More’s descriptions. 
The drawings show (A) the site plan, (B) the possible side eleva-
tion, and (C) the situation of the city in relation to the drainage 
system. Market areas are shaded.27 

Fig 12 Illustrates a plan of a city block in Amourat. Each Block in 
the city is identical and contains a large garden, Fig13 Combina-
tion of open blocks in the planed of Levante Beach (1956), clear 
Similarities exist between the highly ordered space of More’s Uto-
pia and planned cityscape of Benidorm.

Pinder referrers to the importance More attaches to ordering and 
to the maintenance of a ‘harmonious space’. This ordering finds 
parallels in much utopian thought about cities in the European tra-
dition and is a key aspect in the plan of Benidorm. An emphasis 
on architectural and spatial arrangement as components of good 

23  Sir Thomas More: Utopia (Wordsworth Editions: 1997) see pages 54-60
24  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 19
25  Sir Thomas More: Utopia (Wordsworth Editions: 1997)  see pages 46-47).
26  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 19
27  From Goodey, ‘mapping “utopia”: a comment on the geography of Thomas More’, geographi-
cal Review 60 (1970). Reproduced By Pinder
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society characterised the ideal city from Renaissance Italy to the 
gridded cities of twenty first century America.28

Geometric forms featured strongly in their attempts to estab-
lish the true principles of order as a means of bringing about 
harmony and beauty in society, and to establish cities as self 
sufficient entities that embodied an ideal order, defined against 
a surrounding untamed nature.29

Benidorm, in both its intent and subsequent form, reflects this 
analogy imperviously. The excitement and wilderness of the 
mountains and coastal landscape juxtaposed against with the 
order of its construction. 

28  David Harvey, Spaces of Hope. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000)
29  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 21
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Howard’s Garden City:

New cities well planned and thought out because the needs 
of all will be considered, will displace the cities of today which 
are chaotic, disorderly, untidy because founded in selfishness. 
These new cities will be as remarkable for the freshness of their 
air as our modern cities for their unwholesomeness [...] cities 
bathed with country air, encircling and encircled by open fields 
and made bright and sparkling with flower water.30

The initial Plan General de Ordenación, published in 1956, laid 
claim to be a summary of different influences derived from Mod-
ernist town planning of the early twentieth century.31 The plan 
sought to apply the then modern concept of zoning – dividing the 
plan of the city into different sectors for calculated urban activity. 

30  Ebenezer howard: ‘common sense socialism’, unpublished manuscript dated 1892, howard 
papers, heartfordshire archives and local studies: taken from David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh 
University Press: 2005) Page 29
31  Benidorm los orígenes de laciudad vertical: (Benidorm City Council Department of Culture: 2006) page:30

Fig:14 Ebenezer Howard, Ward and centre of the garden city (1898)
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The city, for its protagonists, was to be a space of leisure and a 
place of reprieve away from the strains working life. Identifying the 
allure of healthy living, green spaces and leisure, the plan inherits 
and acknowledges the somewhat utopian concept of the garden 
city.

In response to the deteriorating environmental conditions and 
congestion of British industrial cities at the end of eighteenth cen-
tury, the urban planner, Ebenezer Howard, published a manifesto 
titled Garden Cities of Tomorrow. Heavily Influenced by utopian 
ideology, Howard’s designs represented a yearning for the pre 
industrial city. His designs sought to hybridize town and country, 
exploiting the potential of urban planning to enhance the human 
condition.32 Howard’s design laid claim to clean streets with free 
countryside all around, ‘a belt of fine gardens and orchards, so 
that from every point in the city one can reach pure air, the grass 
and the distant horizon’.33 In Howard’s vision walkways were pro-
vided alongside each building allowing pedestrians to filter across 
the city at any point and through dense plantation of trees the 
experience of the city would take on that of a park, without fences 
to delimit the various sections.34

The ‘Plan General de Ordenación took on Howard’s model.35 
Benidorm was to be a city at one with its landscape, synthesising 
the lure of the Mediterranean’s untamed mountains and coastline 
with the familiarity and sanctity of modern urban life. The plan laid 
out a grid of grand boulevards such as the ‘av. del Mediterranio’ 
and ‘av. del Europa’. The scale of these boulevards allowed for 
pedestrians to stroll throughout the urban landscape with ease 
and lack of navigation. By excluding the density of historic cities 
and introducing abundance of plantation, the surrounding envi-
ronment was able to penetrate through to the urban landscape 
and instill a sense of clean air, paying reference to Howard’s vision 
32  Curtis, William, Modern Architecture Since 1900, (Phaidon:1982) Page:243
33  Ibid
34  ibid
35  Benidorm los orígenes de laciudad vertical: (Benidorm City Council Department of Culture: 2006) page 35
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Fig:15 Plan General de Ordinacion: 
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of a ‘slum-less smokeless city’.36 Despite the increased density of 
Benidorm today, this experience is still present and the amalga-
mation of the modern city landscape with the wilderness of the 
Mediterranean coastline is a key aspect in the representation of 
Benidorm. 

The concept was to create an urban landscape of leisure – the ex-
perience akin to that of Paris which, according to John Urry was 
the first major modern cityscape, ‘it was created by Haussen-
man’s mid eighteenth century reconstruction of the city. The 
grand boulevards enabled people, for the first time, to see well 
into the distance, their eyes seduced by the sights, and to envis-
age where they were going and where they had come from. Paris 
became a uniquely enticing place of leisure’.37 

Although translating the ideology of Howard’s garden city Beni-
dorm’s attention was to be asserted towards the coastline. In do-
ing so the elliptical plan of the garden city was reformatted akin 
to Arturo Soria’s Ciudad Lineal concept for Madrid. The Spanish 
urbanist Arturo Soria y Mata invented a prototype known as the 

36  David, Pinder, visions of the city (Edinburgh University Press: 2005) page: 36
37  John Urry: the landscape of leisure, Edited in Greetings from Europe (010 Publishers: Rot-
terdam: 2008) page: 21

Fig:16,17 Ebenezer Howard, The Social City, The Three Magnets (1898)
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linear city to ameliorate the crush of population on large urban 
centres. His design sought to integrate the inevitable facts of 
roads as railways and to allow for a continuous pattern of exten-
sion and growth.38 Applying this concept enabled Benidorm to 
embrace the coastline and expand in size without ever compro-
mising the density of the ideology of the garden city, thus keeping 
the utopian illusion intact.

38  Curtis, William, Modern Architecture Since 1900, (Phaidon, 1982)  Page: 243

Fig:18 Playmon Park, commercial perspective

Fig:19 Arturo Soria’s Ciudad Lineal

21



Fig: 20





Landscape of modernity. The sky scraper and Le Corbusier’s ‘ville 
comtemporie’.

EVERY GENERATION MUST BUILD ITS OWN CITY. Antonio 
Sant’Elia39

Modern Life demands, and is waiting for, a new kind of plan, 
both for the house and the modern city. Le Corbusier40 

Le Corbusier occupies a critical position in the history of utopian 
urbanism, not least due to his immense influence on architecture, 
planning and the city. His ideas have influenced modern design 
and city planning and, in-turn, can be argued have played a part 
in the construct of Benidorm and its subsequent image. A direct 
analogy between Corbusier’s contemporary city and Benidorm 
can reveal an inherent relationship to ideologies of modernist city 
planning.

The  Ville Contemporaine was an unrealised project to house 
three million inhabitants. The Ville Contemporaine is known from 
a series of drawings, which Le-Corbusier exhibited at the Salon 
d’Automne in Paris in 1922.41 The plan was based on a regular 
geometry and was cut across by a main axis of roads and circu-
lation leading to a transportation centre laid out over a number 
of levels, the topmost of which was an airport. Cowen views the 
project as ‘a brave new world of light, greenery, air, cleanliness, 
and efficiency […]. Country and city were to be reintegrated so 
that city became a vast park […] a vision of a new world is born: 
a fully integrated world of high-rise towers surrounded by vast 
expanses of grass and open space –the tower in the park.42 Its 
extreme divergence from any other mass urban proposal before it 
laid claim to it being portrayed a city of the future.
39  Antonio Sant’Elia: taken from: Peter, Timmerman, Architecture in the mirror of technology. the 
rhetoric of Le Corbusier and the futurist movement: Published in Reinhard Heil, Andreas Kaminski, Marcus 
Stippak: Tensions and Convergences (Transaction Publishers: 2007) Page: 54
40  Vincent Freal, (vers une architecture: paris editions 1923), trans. Frederick, Etchells, towards a 
new architecture (London architectural press, 1946) page: 9
41  Le Corbusier, The city of tomorrow and it planning (Dover, 1987)
42  Curtis, William, Modern Architecture Since 1900, (Phaidon, 1982)  Page: 247
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Fig:21 Le Corbusier, A Contemporary City for Three Million People 1922

Fig:22 Le Corbusier, Voisin Plan For Paris 1925
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The centrepiece of this plan was the grouping of sixty-story cru-
ciform skyscrapers housing both offices and apartments. Each of 
the twenty skyscrapers was set within ridged rectangular plots. 
As Benidorm sought to house a multitude of people the appeal 
to the utopianist skyscraper must have looked appealing. The 
idiom of the skyscraper allowed for the accommodation of a 
large amount of people with unreserved views of the surrounding 
coastal landscape. This in turn added to the equality represented 
in Benidorm’s utopian ambition. Corbusier’s plan was that the 
green spaces and fresh air, combined with the modern materials 
of steel and reinforced concrete, would lead to a healthier society.

In viewing Benidorm to depict a symbol of modernity, seeing the 
contemporary city as ‘a brave new world’, although not without 
its critiques, the cityscape of Ville Contemporaine was devoid of 
history exploring a radical demonstration of the potential of the 
human condition. Plots carefully and regimentally demarked for 
a spacious yet compact city. The ideology of the skyscraper in 
the park found its way into the garden city of Benidorm. As such 
through the symbol of the skyscraper and the modern form of 
Corbusier’s concrete towers influenced the image of Benidorm 
and it came to resemble a city of the future. Unlike the vast urban 
strategies imposed upon the city throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, the experience of Benidorm was quite the contrary. It laid out 
the framework of utopian urbanism. However the appeal lay in 
that fact that it could be tried and explored. This alternative real-
ity proved appealing and what has become part of the attraction 
and symbolism of Benidorm is the opportunity to inhabit such a 
city – explore the ‘brave new world’. In essence the resultant city 
can be viewed as a monolith to the utopian urbanism of the early 
nineteenth century and this can, in itself, both be seen as part of 
its charm and its critique.
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Fig:23 Frontlemar 
Hotel 1964

Fig:24 Hotel 
“Pueblo”, Repre-
sentative building 
of hotels

Fig:26 Hotel 
“Pueblo”, Repre-
sentative building 
of hotels

Fig:25 Veiw From 
Grand Hotel Bali
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Fig: 27





Performing Benidorm: The Rosamar

Throughout this next I will draw upon my 2013 trip to the resort 
of Benidorm, I will draw attention to what can be considered the 
three most notable make ups of urbanity throughout the Beni-
dorm experience. Looking beyond the utopianist project in or-
der to semantically explore the urban make up of Benidorm. The 
three in question are the hotel, the pool and the strip.

As the main provider of hospitality to mass tourism, the coastal 
hotel occupies a prominent position both physically and symboli-
cally on the coastline of Benidorm – offering the main make up 
of urbanity. Pau Obrador Pons describes the coastal hotel to be 
a typical space of our times, which, as with the case of the air-
port and the shopping mall, responds to the abstract principles 
of movement and commodification. ‘It is a smooth and fluid site, 
notorious for its homogeneity and lack of character, a fleeting en-
vironment where people come and go and which does not en-
compass the stability and endurance traditionally associated with 
place and community.’43  

Beginning at the turn of the century and lasting well into the 20s, ho-
tel construction had undergone a tremendous proliferation across 
Europe and the US. Hotels came to resemble cities in microcosm, 
vertical cities housing laundries, valet services, barbers, gymna-
siums, travel offices, drug stores, libraries, music rooms, bag-
gage rooms, automobile fleets, libraries, swimming pools, clothing 
stores, banks, florists, gift shops, screening rooms, medical ser-
vices, convention halls, newsstands, mail services, roof gardens, 
and ballrooms – to name only the respectable services that hotels 
provided. Like the self-contained superblock, the privatized space 
of the metropolitan hotel could be said to have turned its back on 
the city. And yet at the same time, the hotel recuperated urban life 
on terms that extended its own ability to manufacture desire. The 
hotel was not just an airbrushed city within the city; it also sold the 
city outside, the dirty city, a distinctly cosmopolitan self-image.44

43  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the 
Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page: 91 
44  Katz, M: The Hotel Kracauer. Differences: (a journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 11: 1999) Page 

30



Fig:27 Hotel Rosemar
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In recent years different models of hotel have emerged, the six 
star Burj in Dubai for example, a place offering a world within a 
world. In the case of Benidorm all coastal hotels are still built ac-
cording to a standardised formula: three or four stars, relatively 
close to the beach, a big pool at the centre, exuberant vegetation 
and an architectural style that was perceived as modernist in the 
1960s and 70s. With this in mind, I made a calculated decision 
to seek out a perfect example of this as the base for my visit in 
the summer of 2013. In doing so I settled upon the Rosamar 
Hotel, a well proportioned building seemingly pastiche to the late 
modernist projects of the 1960s. According to its website it ‘of-
fered everything you need to make your holiday unforgettable’, a 
grandiose ambition for a building. The hotel was located within 
four hundred metres of the beach and was situated at the top of 
the Levante strip, a stereotypically British haunt. The hotel itself 
was immediately recognisable from my approach and could be 
located from some distance.

Upon first impression the Rosamar, akin to the majority of Beni-
dorm’s hotels, presented a highly commodified space. Upon en-
tering you are led into a seemingly low ceilinged lobby in contrast 
to the height of the hotel. Upon realising the room was not yet 
ready, in a swift transaction from street to commodity, we were 
led directly to the swimming pool where the bar and restaurant 
were situated. It is within this commodified space, argues Pons, 
millions of tourists have fun, relax and socialize every summer and 
arguably the coastal hotel, and in particular the pool, ‘are the-
atres of sociality and distraction that sit right in the middle of the 
Mediterranean tourist experience’.45 Considering the significant 
leading role the coastal hotels play in the Benidorm experience, 
it is important to pay it concentration, drawing attention to the 
pressures and pleasures of society which are manifested within 
the construct of the costal hotel.

134–52.
45  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the 
Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page: 91
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Hotel bars and lobbies, more than any other form of architec-
ture or interior design, are realized fantasies … To enter the 
hotel lobby is to walk onto a stage set and into a world of won-
der and expectation. These lobbies and bars are decisively 
scripted, with plots ranging from urban sophistication and luxu-
rious elegance through paneled clubbiness and rustic gentility. 
Each demands its own behavior and demeanor from us, who 
play the dual roles of spectators in the audience and actors on 
stage.46 

The experience of the Rosamar is set well apart from that of the 
street, a parallel can be drawn with Robert Venturi’s semantic 
investigation into Las Vegas and his subsequent description of 
the architecture of the casinos along its famous strip. I wish to 
draw similarities here between Benidorm’s array of towering ho-
tels and Las Vegas’ strip of casinos. Within the observation titled 
the ‘architecture of the strip’47 Venturi describes that although it is 
hard to think of each flamboyant casino as anything but unique, 
however, as perhaps with the hotels of Benidorm, distinctions 
are recognisable between the architecture and formal qualities of 
each hotel. Venturi argues that Las Vegas’s casinos, akin to the 
hotels of Benidorm, have much in common, ‘they are under the 
same sun, on the same strip and perform similar functions’.48 A 
typical model for the hotel casino complex is described through 
a relationship with the street and subsequent affiliation with on-
coming traffic ‘casinos front onto the strip often inflect in shape 
and ornament to the right as to attract the attention of right lane 
traffic’.49 The typology of Benidorm’s hotels can be recognised in 
this manner through their proximity to the beach. 

Venturi observes that service stations, motels and other simpler 
types of buildings conform in general to a system of inflection 
towards the highway through the position and form of their ele-
ments. Regardless of the front, the back of the building is style-
46  Carol Berens: Hotel bars and lobbies: (McGraw-Hill, 1997) page: 1
47  Robert venturi : Learning From Las Vegas (MIT 1977) page: 34
48  ibid.
49  Robert venturi : Learning From Las Vegas (MIT 1977) page: 34
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Fig:28 On Route To the Beach

Fig:29 Veiw From the Beach
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less, because the whole is turned towards the front and ‘no 
one’ sees the back.50 This phenomenon can be seen through 
most of Benidorm’s hotels, their orientation and ornament is 
directed towards the beach. Benidorm is apprehended in a 
linear fashion by its inhabitants mirroring the coastline – very 
few pass beyond their hotel and away from the beach, there-
fore rarely experience the back. The consequent experience 
of walking to and from the beach is completely different. To 
the protagonists of Benidorm this experience is seemingly 
disguised. Whilst walking towards the beach the attention is 
drawn away from the buildings to the landscape of the sea, 
when returning they are more ambivalent to their surroundings 
as they search for their hotel. 

[…] casinos whose fronts relate so sensitively to the highway 
turn their ill-kempt backsides towards the local environment, 
exposing the residual forms and spaces of mechanical 
equipment and service area.51 

The image of Benidorm has been built up from the sea; the 
city viewed from the beach and that from the mountains is 
a completely different place – an economic deception. With 
the excitement of the landscape and the misdirection of those 
in Benidorm through its calculated and somewhat choreo-
graphed experience, banality is hidden. The choreography is 
rarely broken, yet through breaking, hidden truths reveal them-
selves – hence the fragments and illusions of utopia begin to 
break apart. However considering the temporal nature of Beni-
dorm, within the timescale of one, possibly two weeks, many 
of its visitors rarely break the choreography and fall in line with 
the misdirection and follow the co-modification, in what Pons 
describes as a swift transaction of cheap desires.52

50  ibid
51  ibid page: 35
52  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean 
in the Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009)
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Fig:30 Residencial in Tempo
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 Marc Auge, in his book Non-places, speaks of a contemporary su-
per modernity of multiplying uninhabitable ‘spatialities’ like airports, 
highways and petrol stations, they are described as a permanent 
elsewhere ‘in which people are always and never at home’53. His 
work expresses a distinction between place, which can be defined 
as ‘relational, historical and concerned with identity’54 and non-
place, which fails to confer the affect of place, creating instead soli-
tary individualities. Through this understanding, the Rosamar and 
others would constitute as a ‘Non-place’, viewing its experience as 
a smooth, streamlined space surrounded by the fleeting, the tempo-
rary and the ephemeral in which abstract and contractual relations 
prevail over organic solidarities.55

Pons argues, in the hotel, dissimilar to the malls and airports de-
scribed by Ague, there is no meaning or purpose in being together. 
Hotels become sites of pure coincidence, where people and events 
have no other relation to each other than the fact that they happen 
to be in the same place at the same time. Like the non-place, Pons 
refers to the hotel as a:

[…] spatial desert, trackless and depthless, the quintessential no-
madic space, smooth and open to traffic. Its deathlessness and 
abstract character makes the hotel lobby “a herbarium of pure 
externality”, a site of pure distraction and mere play an aimless 
lounging, to which no call is addressed, leads to the mere play that 

elevates the unserious everyday to the level of the serious.56   

Pons reiterates these hotels ‘are not places where people are at 
home, though they are familiar. They are not just the absence of 
“organic community” but offer different pleasures and pressures of 
sociality when the situation is ephemeral from the start’.57

53  Marc, Augé,. Non-places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. (london: verso. 
1995)
54  ibid page 77
55  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the Age 
of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page: 94
56  ibid
57  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the Age 
of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page: 95
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The costal hotel is The coastal hotel is not simply a place of 
liminaliy, nor of commodifiation or the disintegration of organic 
communities. The hotel, is also a site of relevant social and cul-
tural practices that speak to identity, fantasy, sociality and exclu-
sion.58  The costal hotel is a, typical site of our time, it speaks a 
language of culture, identity and sociality.

58  ibid

Fig:31 Model of Party Playmon Hotel
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Fig: 33

Fig: 34
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The Solaris, Swimming pool.

Benidorm, unlike the historic cities of the Mediterranean, is not 
a city of piazzas but a city of pools. Over five hundred pools sit 
between the towing hotels and make up the vast majority of 
shared social space.59 Consequently these pools have become 
a central part of urbanity in Benidorm. A large proportion of tour-
ists spend their holiday time, up to six hours a day, lazing by the 
pool, sunbathing, reading, chatting and swimming. Contrasting 
sharply with the romantic excitement and sublimity of the beach 
and surrounding landscape, the pool is a much more demure ex-
perience.60 The pool is a place, according to most tourist studies, 
generally associated with notions of immediacy, informality and 
simplicity,

It is first and foremost a space of conviviality, hedonism and 
relaxation, the success of which depends upon the mobilization 
of ephemeral and playful ways of inhabiting and being togeth-
er.61 

The enclave of the pool is an intriguing experience, although not 
strictly urban, you are made aware of your surroundings through 
the vast array of neighbouring balconies. Throughout Benidorm, 
like the piazzas of renaissance Europe, it is where the operations 
of Benidorm are based, the pool is the centre of your visit and 
throughout the time spent in Benidorm it simulates the sugges-
tion of neighbourhood. 

Unlike notions of the garden, the pool blurs the boundaries be-
tween public and private space. The private realm of the pool 
resides to the inhabitants of its associated hotel. However the 
pools are visible from neighbouring hotels and, to a certain extent, 
are open to all to enjoy. Restrictions are not placed on entry as, 
the pool, to the associated hotel represents a place of commodity 
59  MVRDV :Costa iberica: (Winy Maas 1998) Page: 116
60  ibid.
61  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in the 
Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page: 98 
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Fig:35 City of Pools: In Plan
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and allure. In Benidorm the swimming pool has replaced the park 
and to a certain extent the public square. It is a place centered in 
urbanity but with a protective barrier from it. You are as much in 
the city as you are not.

Throughout the trip we became patrons of our neighbouring pool, 
which was in direct view from our balcony. Interestingly this pool 
was the setting for ITV’s famous primetime sitcom ‘Benidorm’, 
depicting a social commentary of British life in the resort.62 Much 
of the action presented in the show takes place in two key areas, 
around the pool by day and at the neighbouring bar by night. The 
show depicts an intriguing insight into the activities and desires of 
the Benidorm holidaymaker. The foremost focus of the characters 
is presented to be the sun and all inclusive food and drinks along-
side the nightly British themed entertainment.63 Although fiction 
the traits demonstrated are evidently acted out in the realm of re-
ality and many associations have been made throughout its pro-
duction. The lure of what Tim Edinser coins the ‘enclavic’ space 
of tourism64 presented by the pool is played out in a key scene 
where a family of characters venture out of the hotel to experience 
the beaches of Benidorm. The trip is short-lived after a fake sun 
lounger sales person cons them out of money.65 The beach is 
thus presented to the characters as a threatening, crowded and 
uncontrolled space that does not offer the controlled safety to be 
found in the hotel.66

The mundanity and associated safety of the pool expressed 
here conveys a ‘negative’ experience of relaxation, liberation 
and retreat from the constraints of public life…There is no 
consistent utopia associated with the pool that can provide a 
glimpse of an alternative life. Secondly, the hotel pool empha-
sizes domesticity. As well as the fluidity and insubstantiality of 

62  ITV: Benidorm
63   Mark, E, Casey: The Working Class on holiday: journal of Tourism Consumption and Practice 
(Volume 5 No.1 2013)
64  Tim Edenser: performing tourism staging tourism: Tourist Studies June 2001 vol. 1 no. 1 59-81
65   ITV Benidorm (episode 3 seires 2)
66  Mark, E, Casey. The Working Class on holiday: journal of tourism consuption and practice vol5 
no1 2013: page: 10
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neo-tribalism, in the hotel pool we find the enactment of work-
able utopias related with familial and national identities. The 
pool is a world of families, children and play, a site of enduring 
social forms. Thirdly, the excessive character of the mundane 
complicates the picture further. A retreat from public life, the 
pool also functions as a space for the cultivation of mundane 
skills and sensibilities. The pool offers the possibility to explore 
the limits of hedonism and learn the difficult art of splashing 
out, showing off and doing nothing. As well as a gap, the pool 
is a space and a practice of subjectification, a site of becom-
ing, at the heart of which there are often dreams of luxury.67 

For Pons the pool, akin to the urban park or square, represents 
a ‘theatre of sociality’, the success of which depends upon cre-
ating a friendly and welcoming atmosphere in a context where 
people do not know each other. Meeting other tourists, having 
a laugh with friends over a drink, and playing with your children 

67  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in 
the Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009): page 98

Fig:36 Solaris Pool: as veiwed from Balcony
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Fig: 37





Fig:34 Solaris Pool

in the water are some of the main pleasures that can be found 
by the pool. The experience is about enjoying the company of 
others in an informal manner. Rather than a place of lasting rela-
tions and profound conversations, the pool is one of occasional 
gatherings, spontaneous chats and fleeting encounters.

However by the pool there is a thin line between relaxation and 
boredom. What initially is experienced as relaxation and rest 
soon becomes tedium and monotony. ‘This is the case because 
there is no consistent utopia associated with the hotel pool, just 
a vague promise of luxury and hedonism. Such promises are 
ultimately nothing more than a temporal suspension of everyday 
rules and routines.’68

The pool depicted in this manner represents a place of hedo-
nism, safety and ease. Considering the risk of boredom, the 
pool is still a key part of commodity for the hotel and also grand 
in its allure to potential guests. In response to the mundanity 
expressed in the simplicity of its experience many tactics have 
been deployed beyond the all inclusive holiday programme to 
keep people by the pool and within the context of the hotel. 

Aside form the association with the ITV programme, I was drawn 
to the Sol Hotel pool through its alluring suggestion of paradise. 
From our balcony the pool appeared akin to a paradise island, 
set in the context of an urban setting – a glimmering blue pool 
set amongst an array of palms and tropical vegetation. The pool 
took on the shape of clover-leaf; through its shape the area be-
came segmented into distinct sectors adding to its ability to 
be inhabited by many and still allow for an air of exclusivity and 
privacy. The pool was dressed with three fountains centered in 
each branch of the clover-leaf and was ornamented with staged 
Greek columns conjuring up the illusion of mythology and his-
tory. Upon exploring the pool area a selection of rural Spanish 
relics where seemingly randomly scattered in and around the 
68  Penny, Travlou: Pau, Obrador Pons: Cultures of Mass Tourism: Doing the Mediterranean in 
the Age of Banal Motilities: (Ashgate 2009) page 105-106
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Fig:38: Ornamentation

Fig:39: Neo Classical  

Fig:40: Deception
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vegetation, ranging from broken pots to agricultural carts, ap-
pearing as if they had been recently excavated. This tactic of al-
luding paradise and history can be seen throughout many places 
of commodity and leisure. It is no more so than Venturi’s analysis 
of Las Vegas. Once again I would like to draw upon Venturi’s ex-
perience of Las Vegas here to understand the allure of the staged 
environment:

The artificially lit, air conditioned interiors complement the glare 
and heat of the agoraphobic auto scaled desert. But the inte-
rior of the motel patio behind the casino is literally an oasis in a 
hostile environment. Whether organic, modern or neoclassical 
baroque, it contained the fundamental elements of the clas-
sic oasis: courts, water, greenery, intimate scale and enclosed 
space. Here there are a swimming pool, palms, grass and other 
horticultural importations set in a paved court surrounded by 
hotel suites, balconied or terraced on to the court side for priva-
cy. What gives poignance to the beach umbrellas and chaises 
lounges is the vivid, recent memory of the hostile cars poised 
in the asphalt desert beyond. The pedestrian oasis in the Las 
Vegas desert is the princely enclosure of the Alhambra, and it 
is the apotheosis of all the motel courts with swimming pools 
more symbolic than useful, the plain, low restaurants with ex-
otic interiors, and the pretty shopping malls of the American 
strip.69 

The suggestion that an oasis can only exist when set within a 
hostile environment is intriguing. Upon investigating the experi-
ence of the Sol Solano’s pool there is an apparent connection 
between the illusion of paradise, and the surrounding cityscape, 
the towering hotels and the mountainous landscape in between. 
The experience is like an oasis in the desert and although highly 
staged, commodified and artificial it a fascinating paradox. Oa-
sis in this context is represented ardently through Kersten Geers’ 
project Oasis.70 

69  Robert venturi : Learning From Las Vegas (MIT 1977) page 49-50]
70  Courtesy of Kersten Geers: http://www.officekgdvs.com/
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 The proposal is an oblong volume which provides a border cross-
ing for pedestrians between Mexico and the US, interrupting the 
endless demarcated boundary. A nine-metre high wall defines a 
no-man’s-land between the two countries. Within the white walls 
a grid of palm trees imposes order on a large, shaded garden. Pa-
vilions for passport control and administration are spread around 
here and there, becoming part of the garden. The oasis is a point 
of reference in the vast Tex-Mex landscape, hidden within the 
open landscape by its walls. In all its simplicity it raises questions 
about the desire for the Promised Land.71 

We can relate the experience of Geers’ border garden to the par-
adise pools of Benidorm. The pool is a contained threshold be-
tween the security of the hotel and what Venturi calls the hostility 
of the surrounding environment – in this instance – the cityscape 
of Benidorm and its surrounding landscape. I will argue here that 
this hostility is not a negative attainment to Benidorm. For the 
northern European visitor and most notably the British holiday-
maker, the industrial cities of Great Britain sit in conflict against 
the cityscape of Benidorm. 

Benidorm presents an abundance of high-rise concrete buildings 
set amidst an arid exotic landscape. A large part of the attrac-
tion to Benidorm is the opportunity to live within a concrete city 
of skyscrapers juxtaposed against the vast Mediterranean land-
scape. In turn the staged experience of the pool could be seen as 
a compensation for the harshness of the urban landscape, and 
within the setting of the pool the holidaymaker makes sense of 
these contesting elements. 

71  Courtesy of Kersten Geers:  (2005: http://www.officekgdvs.com/)
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Fig:41: Kersen Geers Oasis 2009

Fig:42: Kersen Geers Oasis: Plan 2009
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The Social Construct of the Strip:

Exotic places are controlled by being familiarized and domes-
ticated through a language that locates them in a ‘‘universal’’ 
[meaning Western] system of reference that visitors recognize 
and can communicate about. Tourist representations draw 
heavily upon cultural memories produced else- where, even 
though the destination is layered with indigenous cultural in-
scriptions.72

No more can this phenomenon be seen within the Benidorm ex-
perience than through the social construct of the strip. The strip, in 
turn, provides the most notably urban experience within the city of 
Benidorm, its main role facilitates an exaggerated and, in parts, a 
somewhat illicit extension of leisure. It is a key aspect in the experi-
ence of Benidorm and arguably the most memorable. The main 
strip is located on the Levante side of Benidorm set back from 
the sea front. It runs down to the old town and over the years has 
picked up a distinct aesthetic and experience. The strip plays host 
to a microcosm of globalised culture. 

In contrast to the scale of the surrounding hotels, the experience 
of the strip is far more intimate with the street and engrained into 
the urban experience of Benidorm, relying profoundly on the stroll-
ing tourist. The strip is, as Alan A. Lew, C. Hall and A. William 
describe, controlled by being ‘familiarized and domesticated’ 
through a language that locates it within the universal. Hence it 
becomes a system of reference that is instantly recognisable and 
can be communicated.73 The recognisable characteristics here 
derive inherently from the ‘themed’ nature of the establishments – 
each construct competing for the custom of the passer by. As the 
evening progresses the attention shifts from family to adult only. 
Intriguingly Spanish culture is left out of this experience and, unlike 
traditional tourist enclaves, is neither acknowledged nor aspired 
72  Alan A. Lew, C. Michael Hall, Allan M. Williams: A Companion to Tourism (Blackwell Publishing 
2008) page: 237
73  Alan A. Lew, C. Michael Hall, Allan M. Williams: A Companion to Tourism (Blackwell Publishing 
2008) page: 237
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to. The culture of Benidorm is one of leisure and as such the im-
ported identity of its visitors. Traditionally the architecture of tour-
ism, and in effect Benidorm, is the antithesis of the norm:

It is everything that was expelled in the mundane world, a land-
scape of fantasy and splendor. Tourism was the means by 
which people could take a safe step into the exotic world of 
some other people – or, at least, into an image of this other 
maintained for this very purpose.74 

The architecture of the strip corresponds to this analogy through 
depicting a vast array of ‘themes’ ranging from mid-western Amer-
ica saloon to Polynesian themed nightclub. Conversely a fascinat-
ing paradox in this analogy is the British themed bar. Benidorm 
has laid claim to more British ‘themed’ bars than any other city.75 

The Nelson, located across from our hotel, depicted this phenom-
enon more so than anywhere else I encountered throughout the 
trip. Set below a towering white hotel, pastiche to the style of 
the Benidorm, its low-leveled façade was decorated in the image 
of a traditional British pub with mock exposed timber, small dark 
panelled windows and a hanging sign above its wooden door. 
Inside it resembled a ‘Weatherspoons’76 – gloomy, low ceilinged 
and claustrophobic, dark stained wooden bar serving a selection 
of British beers. Once inside the experience is devoid of anything 
Spanish; in a sense the place is seemingly a porthole back to 
Britain. Intriguingly these institutions prove, by far, the most fre-
quented throughout Benidorm.

In an essay entitled ‘Theater of the Exotic’ Tim Edensor talks of 
a resort enclave named Sugar Beach located on the island of 
Mauritius. The resort is set within a colonial manor house and is 
detached from the surrounding environment and culture through 
heavily policed walls. The resort takes on the image of a colo-

74  McKenzie Wark: multitudes on tour: in: Joan, Ockmanin & Salomon, Frausto: Architourism 
(Prestel 2005) Page: 94
75  MVRDV :Costa iberica: (Winy Maas:1998) 
76  Weatherspoons is British pub Chain
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nial retreat, where ‘Mauritian colonialism is presented as a benign 
force instead of the brutally insidious regime it undoubtedly was’.77 
Thus, instead rousing the opulence and luxury enjoyed by Co-
lonial French throughout the eighteen hundreds. The experience 
is not one of Mauritian culture, but of bourgeoisie western opu-
lence familiarising the exotic through the comforts of western life. 
In comparison the practice of the British themed bar reflects the 
desire to domesticate the exotic through the familiarity of home in 
effect reimaging the discourse of colonialism through the practice 
of tourism.

77  Tim Edenser:: theatre of the exotic: in: Joan, Ockmanin & Salomon, Frausto: Architourism 
(Prestel 2005) 
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Utopia Achieved?

Utopias are sites with no real place […] they are sites that have a 
general relation of direct or inverted analogy with the real space 
of Society. They present society itself in a perfected form, or else 
society turned upside down, but in any case these utopias are 
fundamentally unreal spaces.78

Questioning Benidorm as a site of achieved utopia, it becomes of 
interest to look to Baudrillard’s account of American utopianism in 
his book America. Akin to Benidorm ‘America ducks the question of 
origins; it cultivates no origin or mythical authenticity; it has no past 
and no founding truth – having known no accumulation of time, it 
lives in a perpetual present.’79 Benidorm presents no connection 
to the history or culture of Spain, only to the ambition of creating a 
future society. Baudrillard expressed that Europeans are at the cen-
tre of the ‘Old World’ and due to inherent and complex ties to their 
history will never be able to achieve modernity in the original way 
America has.80 With this observation in mind can Benidorm be seen 
as an America of Europe? It is one of the few examples in Europe of 
a city planned from scratch with no regard to its history. 

Baudrillard described American utopianism through liberation from 
history, portraying it as a nation not concerned with the past, a so-
ciety intended to expel the complexities of history. ‘Americans are 
“free” in the sense that they have ‘freed themselves from that histori-
cal centrality […] they have everything. They don’t need anything.’81 
This assertion can be directed towards the temporal inhabitants of 
Benidorm, from the minute of arrival, the guests have a drink placed 
in their hand, food arranged and leisure activities instantly at their 
disposal. Like Isabelle Huppert’s description of Los Angeles, the ur-
ban make up of Benidorm allows its dwellers to exist in a complete 
state of detachment from the outside world. The holidaymakers of 
78  Michel, Foucault. “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias”: Rethinking Architecture: A Reader 
in Cultural Theory. Edited by Neil Leach. (NYC:  Routledge. 1997). pp.332
79  Jean, Baudrillard, America (Verso 1988) Page: 82
80  Jean, Baudrillard, America (Verso 1988) Page: 84
81  Jean, Baudrillard, America (Verso 1988) Page: 88
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Benidorm have all their needs completely satisfied, to the point where 
they don’t have to walk if they don’t want to.82  

The great principle of history is excluded in favor of perpetuating a 
happy stationary state. No future needs to be envisaged because 
the desired state is already achieved.83 

Akin to America, Benidorm has no accumulation of time, the resultant 
city has appeared in an instant and in turn could be seen to have 
frozen time.

Considering Benidorm to be utopia achieved, for Foucault it becomes 
a site with ‘no real place’. He describes utopia as ‘sites that have a 
general reflection of direct or inverted analogy with the real space of 
society – presenting a society in its perfect form or else society turned 
upside down, but in any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal 
spaces’.84 If Benidorm is to be seen as a utopia then according to 
Foucault it does not exist as a ‘real place’. For the cultural protagonist 
of Benidorm, the holidaymaker, the experience is detached from the 
reality of their hinterland, yet despite this detachment the encounter 
should not be considered outside the realm of reality. Disparate to the 
American utopianism critiqued by Baudrillard, the holidaymaker’s ex-
perience of Benidorm is deciphered through the concepts, memory 
and history of their home lives. As a result the subsequent experi-
ence of Benidorm is relational to the realities of its inhabitant, hence 
should not be set in the realm of the fantastical or the dream. Fou-
cault acknowledges the dilemma between the real and un-real in the 
analogies of utopia, considering the experience of utopia through the 
metaphor of a mirror; 

The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the 
mirror, I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space 
that opens up behind the surface.85

82  Mark, E, Casey. The Working Class on holiday: journal of tourism consuption and practice vol5 no1 
2013: page: 10
83  David Harvey, Spaces of Hope. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000) page: 160
84  Michel, Foucault. “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias”: Rethinking Architecture: A Reader 
in Cultural Theory. Edited by Neil Leach. (NYC: Routledge. 1997). pp.333
85  Michel, Foucault. “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias”: Rethinking Architecture: A Reader 

59



 The mirror becomes a placeless place enabling one to see one-
self where one is absent, a place where we exist, but as an illusion 
detached from time and space. In turn Foucault looks to utopia 
not as a real place but as an illusion or reflection of a real place, 
mirroring reality at the same time devoid of it. Accepting that in 
order to apprehend a utopian experience it must be devoid of all 
reality, Foucault argues for another type of experience away from 
these ‘unreal places’. He acknowledges sites that exist in every 
culture, sites that are in fact real. He terms them ‘counter sites – a 
kind of effectively enacted utopia’86 a place where all other real 
sites that can be found within a culture are simultaneously repre-
sented, contested and inverted. Places of this kind can be found 
outside of all places, even though it is possible to indicate their 
location in reality. He explains these places to be fundamentally 
different from the places they ‘reflect’ and speak about, he calls 
them by way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias.87

In relation to the experience of Benidorm I argue that we instantly 
see our own realities simultaneous represented, contested and 
inverted. Benidorm does not represent an alternative experience 
devoid of reality, as we know it, but subsequently contests and 
inverts it. The daily routines of work become substituted with lei-
sure and far from the generalised suburban landscapes of its pro-
tagonist, the landscape of Benidorm is one of high-rise buildings, 
buildings we can comprehend as places of modernity, juxtaposed 
against the exotic landscape of the Mediterranean. These occur-
rences, manifested throughout the experience of Benidorm, each 
reflect several realities at once and distort them into a real place. 
The British themed pubs of ‘Pseudo-tourism’ attribute to the defi-
nition of heterotopias, as they simultaneously represent the ex-
periences of the hinterland yet invert their safety and legibility into 
the realm of the exotic transferring the relations of our reality into 
an ‘idealized’ alternate setting. 

in Cultural Theory. Edited by Neil Leach. (NYC: Routledge. 1997). pp.329
86  ibid
87  Ibid
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Conclusion:

In effect, Benidorm has become a city built for the desires of the 
holidaymaker. The massive industry of leisure and tourism has 
turned into a paradigm. Its urban topology and legibility has 
grown over the last half a century to suit the desires, luxuries, 
cultures and home comforts of the visitor.

Founded in the 1950s the resultant construct of Benidorm rep-
resents no accumulation of time. Constructed in the image of 
utopian urbanism, Benidorm appeared in an instant and in turn 
could be seen to have frozen time to that of its conception. Rep-
resenting early twentieth century urban ideals, can it be argued 
the resultant city stands as testament to utopian ideals? Can its 
success, or in many cases its critique, lie in that the fact that uto-
pia cannot exist in the realm of reality?

In exploring Benidorm, not simply through its present experience, 
but through its conception, it becomes clear the idea of utopia is 
an unattainable phenomenon – it reflects, as Foucault describes, 
a world devoid of reality. The subsequent experience of Benidorm 
is not devoid of, but sits in conflict with, reality. Could this conflict 
be seen as Benidorm’s main attraction? Through the make up 
of utopian urbanism its protagonist, the holidaymaker, is trans-
planted into a world of equality, detached from the moral order of 
home. The city has no culture beyond the idiom of leisure, hence 
it presents a world of freedom and liberation – a world where one 
can explore activities not rendered acceptable in regular society. 
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What becomes interesting is what we choose to do when faced 
with liberation from the stresses of home. As such the banality of 
utopian urbanism has been transformed into the staged paradis-
es found around the pool, the communal luxury of the hotel and 
the illicit exploits on the strip. The landscape of leisure at once 
represents home but is devoid of it. Throughout the experience of 
Benidorm a variety of cultures have laid claim to its image and in 
turn looked to inhabit it. 

Benidorm reflects that, when presented with utopia, society will 
transform or distort it through its desires, experience and memo-
ry, into what Foucault describes as a heterotopia – society applies 
dual realities and meanings from its known life in order to decipher 
and inhabit it. The utopia here, and that reflected in Baudrillard’s 
account of America, is a society devoid of danger, filled with the 
banality of similarity, order and accessibly. Utopian urbanism, in 
the case of Benidorm, symbolised the desire and reverie of a so-
ciety in the 1950s. Since then agendas and cultures of Europeans 
have revolutionised and, in turn, have mutated the heterotopia 
of Benidorm. Through the leisure city of today, can Benidorm be 
seen to represent the reverie and desires of the twenty first centu-
ry? Can Benidorm be seen as western society’s dirty little secret?
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