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For Joan de Muga 
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Juan Araujo, Francis Bacon, Alfons Borrell, Joan Brossa, Cabrita, Alexander Calder, Anthony Caro, Chillida, Christo & Jeanne-
Claude, Victoria Civera, Hannah Collins, Helen Frankenthaler, Luis Gordillo, Guinovart, Hernández Pijuan, Wifredo Lam, Louise 
Lawler, Miralda, Joan Miró, Henry Moore, Muntadas, Pablo Palazuelo, Perejaume, Joan Ponç, Fernando Prats, Ràfols 
Casamada, Caio Reisewitz, Julião Sarmento, George Segal, José María Sicilia, Antoni Tàpies, Juan Uslé, Eulàlia Valldosera, 
Sue Williams. 
 
The exhibition ‘The Magic Carpet. For Joan de Muga’ is a tribute to Joan de Muga, founder and director of Joan Prats Gallery 
since 1976, when it opened, until 2020. The exhibition will bring together the work of artists who have been part of the gallery 
since the beginning to the present time, together with photographs, letters, videos and documentation, to explain the history of 
the gallery and also Ediciones Polígrafa and other projects by Joan de Muga such as Fundació Espai Poblenou. 
 
The title of the exhibition is inspired by a drawing by Joan Ponç dedicated to Joan de Muga, in which he portrayed him on a 
flying carpet. This sketch refers to his enterprising and visionary character, his passion for traveling and for imagining new 
projects. 
 
Joan de Muga, a promoter without dogmas 
Carles Guerra 
 
Joan de Muga’s trajectory (1946-2020) is that of a gallery owner who was able to interpret the changes that were happening in 
the art system on a global scale. Mainly based in the Galeria Joan Prats –establishment located on the Rambla de Catalunya– 
Joan de Muga became the architect of an ambitious platform. The gallery, which was named after a mythical figure of the avant-
garde circles in Catalonia, opened in 1976. The name of the gallery paid tribute to one of the founding members of the group 
Amics de l'Art Nou (ADLAN) in 1932 and club 49 in 1949. Its opening was at the same time driven by a long family business 
tradition. La Polígrafa was at first a printing company founded by Joan’s grandfather Joan de Muga Resta in 1910. With his son 
Manuel de Muga taking over the company from the 1940’s, the company’s aim changed to the publication of art books and, 
finally, to the edition of graphic work. The publications and editions of La Polígrafa became a synonym of editorial quality and an 
example of business transformation driven by an innovative character that had its origin in Joan Prats’ vision. On the other 
hand, the gallery’s space designed by the architect Josep Lluís Sert would soon become a mythical setting. The old hat shop 
run by Prats became the ideal receptacle for modernity; a sequence of spaces conceived as an itinerary for the gaze. A place 
that would build the ideal viewer of modern art. The gallery would soon become the stage to bridge the gap between a 
generation of international artists and the contemporary art produced in Catalonia in the midst of a democratic transition. The 
names of Joan Miró, Calder, Wifredo Lam and Henry Moore became references for younger generations such as Antoni 
Tàpies, Guinovart, Ràfols Casamada or Joan Hernández Pijuan. It was very evident that Joan de Muga's formula had nothing to 
do with that of the traditional art dealer. In the early 1980’s he assumed the role of a promoter who would open offices in New 
York, Los Angeles and Tokyo to become one of the most important figures in the cultural industry of Catalonia. 
 
 
International expansion had always been linked to a strong presence in the art fairs which mark the beginning of the 
globalization of art, such as Art Basel, or the presence in cities where the art market was solid, as it was the case of New York. 
Instead, from 1989 Joan de Muga's laboratory will move to a Barcelona neighbourhood far from Consell de Cent Street where 
art galleries had always been placed. Then Poblenou was a neighbourhood marked by abandonment and the crisis of 
deindustrialization. In terms of exhibition spaces, the purchase of a 1,600 square meter property in Poblenou represented a 
rupture with any previous way of doing. This shift enounced a complex transformation of the art world. The exhibitions of Jannis 
Kounellis, Mario Merz, Richard Long, Rebecca Horn, Sigmar Polke, Bruce Nauman, Lawrence Weiner and John Cage, among 
others, represented a turning point in terms of the artistic objects’ scale. We came from a decade concerned by the triumph of 
painting. Twenty years later, those artists who had emerged in the 1970’s still represented a challenge to the economy of art 
and the property logic with which it is associated. In a Barcelona where neither the Fundació Antoni Tàpies nor the MACBA 
existed yet, Espai Poblenou performed the functions of a Kunsthalle. While the Joan Prats Gallery doesn’t stop its activity and 
La Polígrafa maintains its editorial and graphic production, this new space opens a horizon where a promising symbiosis 
between contemporary art and Barcelona's urban development is presented. We are in the midst of the Olympics euphoria. 
Gloria Moure, who directs the program with an unusual freedom in the institutions of the Spanish state, synchronizes 
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Barcelona's clock with that of other European capitals. Joan de Muga, who is already known for his discreet character, becomes 
the guarantee of this experiment. 
 
Actually, the trajectory and program of the exhibitions at the Galeria Joan Prats had long reached its peak thanks to the 
installations made by Christo and Miralda, in 1977 and 1980, respectively. In the gallery designed by Sert, Christo carried out 
the first action of wrapping a space in the context of a private initiative, also used as an announcement of the wrapping project 
of the Columbus monument. Needless to say, this proposal, then considered almost utopian, today would be very welcomed. 
Time has made this kind of action even more relevant in the wake of the anti-colonial clamour. A topic to think about. In the 
same way, Miralda anticipated the transformation of Barcelona into a space suitable for consumption when he transformed the 
entire gallery into a “mona” (a typical Catalan chocolate dish). The Barcelona pastry chefs' guild made possible one of those 
ideas that require lots of cooperation as well as the desire to exhibit popular culture without linking it to scandal. The same walls 
that years before had consecrated lyrical abstraction now smelled of chocolate. Mona a Barcelona demonstrated that the 
transition from a notion of sublime art to a festive one could take place at the same cultural space. Far from presenting itself as 
a gallery that defended an unscathed aesthetic canon and just by recalling the names that appeared at the Joan Prats Gallery 
in that period, the Rambla Catalunya establishment functioned as a meeting point for heterogeneous art tendencies. That was 
the image of a modernity that led to things that had little to do with the immediate past. That modernity was not dogmatic. 
Neither was Joan de Muga. 
 
However, crises are also an impulse to transformations in the art system and its agents. Joan de Muga's companies would not 
be left out of these changes. In February 1991, the legendary figure of the musical avant-garde John Cage inaugurated an 
installation at the Espai Poblenou. The morning of the press conference, the journalists arrived at the meeting having read the 
news about the outbreak of the first Gulf War. The United States and Iraq went to war. John Cage, with genuine cordiality, 
pointed out that the beginning of that war had not to do with hostilities, but with a decision taken by two governments to start a 
conflict. A few days later, the ARCO fair in Madrid was the living image of a crisis that will last for a long time and will affect the 
art market. The euphoria of the 1980’s and hyperbolic commercialization pricked the bubble at once. In Barcelona, however, the 
arrival of young artists at the Joan Prats Gallery entailed the beginning of an artistic direction committed to the present of 
creation, far away from nostalgia. Ferran Garcia Sevilla, Antoni Muntadas, Gordillo, Zush, Frederic Amat or Perejaume, among 
others, integrate the list of newcomers. But there are two moments that make an impact to the spirit of the moment. In 1996 
James Lee Byars displayed an exhibition that dyed the gallery red. That space of corridors, small rooms and more spacious 
rooms became involved in a liturgical atmosphere, as perhaps Sert, the architect, had imagined it. The second turning point 
takes place when Perejaume celebrates the gallery's 25th anniversary by installing nine fans for three days. Fonació d'un espai 
was an action that took place with the awareness that the history of that establishment had already achieved the category of 
myth. The gesture of ventilating it wanted to "fer net de tot l'anterior i deixar l'espai sense cap mena d'influència per poder 
recomençar de nou" [to clean all of the above and clear the space from any type of influence in order to start from the 
beginning]. 
 
In 2014 the old hat shop will no longer be a gallery. Joan de Muga is forced to close the Joan Prats Gallery due to the pressure 
of the real-estate market and rising rents. Mass tourism strikes Barcelona. Since then, he redirects his activity to the ground 
floor of La Polígrafa, at Calle Balmes, where Artgràfic had been placed since 1984, an establishment which originally exhibited 
graphic work. The space in Rambla de Catalunya is today a clothing store. Despite the changes, the windows with the signs of 
the old Prats gallery are still there. The window is now full of clothes but it continues to evoke that black and white photograph 
where you can see the mobile sculpture that Calder dedicated to his friend Prats. The mobile made of coloured wires that had 
the shape of a hat silhouette today hangs in the rooms of the collection of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in 
Madrid. This fragile sculpture is perhaps the most emblematic relic of the modern religion embodied by Prats and the 
enterprising Muga family. But the name of Joan de Muga does not appear anywhere, neither in Rambla de Catalunya nor in the 
Joan Prats Gallery located on Balmes street. He always hid behind another name that was not his. Walter Benjamin once said 
that the modern author is not the one who says what he thinks, but the one who makes available to others a device to help free 
expression. We change the word author by the word promoter and we will have a configured description of Joan de Muga. Now, 
two years after his death, Patricia de Muga and Marta de Muga, current directors of the Joan Prats Gallery, carry out a memory 
exercise. Beyond recalling Joan’s human aspects, which also characterised him, this exhibition allows us to discover one of the 
most fascinating agents of cultural policy in our country. Joan de Muga is already a main character in the history in which Joan 
Prats took also part, a history of daring, generous and visionary promoters. 
 
We would like to acknowledge Carles Guerra, Antoni Muntadas, Andrea Nacach and many other people that have been 
involved in this project. 
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