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“The man who has never travelled has read only one page of the Book of Creation.” (St Augustine).


Last week I was in Seville in southern Spain for a few days, courtesy of a certain Irish airline, for a bit of warmth and sunshine in the middle of winter. 


Spain seems torn schizophrenically between the old and the new, between a very traditional Catholicism and the aggressive liberalism of the Zapatero government.


Seville has a large city centre, some two miles across, surrounded by a dual carriageway. Outside this lies a modern grid pattern of blocks of flats, but the historic centre is unusually intact for a western European city.


Within the central zone, motor traffic is tightly restricted, and there are virtually no modern buildings. The city has preserved its heart unscathed. Whole barrios consist of a maze of tiny streets and winding alleyways, too narrow for cars, which suddenly open into small squares dominated by the neighbourhood church or convent.  


The city centre is amply supplied with churches and monasteries. Daily Masses are in the early mornings, or between 7 and 9 in the evening, but appear only modestly attended. 

The major events in Seville’s annual calendar are the Holy Week processions (Semana Santa), the most famous in Spain; the Ferias de Abril, an April fiesta; and the May pilgrimage to El Rocío in honour of the Virgin Mary. 

The religious guilds or Hermanadades spend much of the year preparing for the Holy Week celebrations. Part of me questions whether dressing up in white gowns and pointy hats and whipping yourself in procession provides a substitute for attending Mass regularly on Sundays and basic living of the Gospel?  Perhaps they do both. Or has Spanish Catholicism left behind just a popular folk tradition, with weak Christian commitment?

Madrid’s Zapatero government has a very secular agenda, legalising “gay marriages” (per impossibilem) and coming to blows with the bishops over religious instruction in schools. The remains of General Franco’s “National Catholicism” are being ditched overboard. The younger generation stash up with beer and wine from the supermarkets and hide away for a botellón, an all-night drinking bout. Judging by street life and the TV, Spanish life seems to involve lots of sex but few babies. Draw your own conclusions. 

To my English taste the churches look over-decorated and archaic. In northern Europe the aim of the Gothic style was to soar up to the heavens, while letting in as much light as possible. This culminated in perpendicular gems like King’s College, Cambridge, and the glasshouse effect. of the East Anglian wool churches.

In Spain, in contrast, the architectural aim is to keep out the summer heat. Windows are small and sparse. The Gothic ran into the fantastically elaborate Plateresque mode or was superseded by Baroque. The cathedrals and churches appear heavy, with multiple side altars and heavy gratings, as much like fortresses as buildings of worship.


Seville Cathedral is one of the world’s biggest by volume, dating from 1401. It has the largest retablo of any in Spain. This is the golden carved screen with episodes of the life of Christ situated behind the high altar. As in so many Spanish cathedrals, the enclosed choir with its wooden stalls, is railed off by an immense wrought iron screen, and divides the nave. Consequently there is no long perspective right down the church of the type we are accustomed to at York, Lincoln or Canterbury.


Visiting the Treasury, I was wondering what your average tourist makes of the immense silver monstrance weighing half a tonne which is hauled out each year for the Corpus Christi procession. To say nothing of the multiplicity of reliquaries. It is easy to reinforce anti-Catholic prejudices with notions of the Church’s great wealth, when this apparatus for divine worship was fabricated as offerings to God. 


They charge you 7.50 euros to enter the Cathedral in tourist mode, but there is a separate small section which you can enter free in order to pray. A notice informs the visitor that 5.00 euros goes to maintain the Cathedral, the other 2.50 to build new churches in the diocese. This alleviated my sense of annoyance at having to pay.

The Cathedral’s most historic monument is the grave of Christopher Columbus, discoverer of the Americas. It contains only 250 grams of bone fragments and dust, but recent DNA tests have established beyond doubt that the remains are certainly his. His 250 grams are enshrined in an immense sarcophagus borne by four larger than life statues representing the Kingdoms of Old Spain.


Cristobal Colón, to give him his Spanish name, spent many years in Seville, planning his four voyages and afterwards in retirement. He was very friendly with one of the monks at the local Cartuja or Charterhouse. They possessed one of the best collections of maps in Spain, which he often consulted. 


When he died in Valladolid in 1506, his body was returned to the monastery in Seville, and lay there for 26 years. Then, in accordance with his last will and testament, his remains were transferred to the Caribbean island of Santo Domingo – to lie in the earth of the New World he had discovered, befitting his rank as “Governor of the Indies.”

His travels had not ended yet. In 1795, when Santo Domingo was about to win independence from the Spanish Empire, his body was removed and re-interred in Havana, Cuba. When the Spanish lost Cuba as well in 1892, Colón made his last crossing of the Atlantic and was brought back to Seville, this time to the splendid tomb in the Cathedral. Fitting that a man who travelled so much in life should voyage too in death!

The Cathedral bell tower, the Giralda, is a converted minaret. It is the city’s highest tower and by law no other building in the centre can exceed its 97 metres. However, one of Spain’s leading banks is now plotting a 40-storey office block in an outlying suburb. 


The minaret recalls Seville’s history as successively Tartessian, Roman, Gothic, Arabic and Spanish Christian. It was refounded by the General Scipio in 206 BC as the Roman city of Hispalis, in the province of Betica. It provided a safe retirement settlement for his war-weary veterans who had defeated Hannibal. 

Situated on the rio Guadalquivir at a point navigable to sea-going vessels, Hispalis rapidly became a wealthy trading post and leading city of the Empire. 

Two Roman emperors, Trajan and Hadrian, hailed from Seville. Trajan brought the Empire to its widest ever extent.  Hadrian of course was responsible for the wall between Bowness-on-Solway and Wallsend, to keep the marauding Picts out of England.  

As Rome’s control crumbled, the Vandals attacked in 428, and later the Visigothic kings ruled Andalucia. In Church history, Seville is connected with the names of St Justa and Rufina, third century martyrs, and St Isidore (d. 636), the last of the western Fathers and a great encyclopaedist. Recently his name was put forward as a candidate for patron saint of the internet. 

In 712, along with almost all Iberia, Seville fell to the Arab invasions and was renamed Ishbiliya, a part of the caliphate of Cordoba within in the province of al-Andalus.


In 1078 King Alfonso marched against the city with a huge army and laid siege. The Muslim king was al-Mutamid and his Grand Vizier the poet Ibn Ammar. The Vizier knew that King Alfonso was a keen chess player. So he commissioned a superb chess set of ebony, aloe and sandal wood inlaid with gold.  He invited the King to a game, on the condition that if the King won, he could have the exquisite chess set; but if he lost, he must grant the Moorish King one request. 


Alfonso accepted the challenge, but lost the game. Ibn Ammar asked him to withdraw his troops from the borders of Seville. Alfonso was a man of his word and did so. Muslim Ishbiliya was saved by a game of chess!


King (St.) Fernando III returned and captured the city in 1248.  The mosque was transformed into a church but later demolished to make way for the new cathedral. Moorish architecture is still visible in the Giralda, the Gate of Pardon and the Patio de las Naranjas.


The city does has links with England. The painter Zurburán did much work for the Cartuja monastery, with icons of Carthusian saints for the refectory and the chapel. Included among them are portraits of St Hugh of Lincoln and Blessed John Houghton, the Abbot of the London Charterhouse put to death on Henry VIII’s orders for resisting the Royal Supremacy.


When the State confiscated all the Spanish monasteries at the desamortización of 1834, they sold the Charterhouse on to an Englishman, Charles Pickman. He transformed it respectfully into a ceramics factory.  This closed only in 1982 and was turned into a museum of contemporary art in time for the city’s 1992 Expo.  


Add on the tobacco factory in Bizet’s Carmen, the Moorish Alcazar, the Plaza de Toros (bullring), a dozen monasteries and the Expo 92 site - there is plenty to see. But apart from the seasonal explosion of religious festivals, will “Catholic Spain” become simply a label of times gone by?
