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        A New Introduction 
by Jan Morris 

      

      In November 1975 there died in Madrid General Francisco Franco, for thirty-five years the dictatorial Caudillo of Spain, and in a sense this book died with him. It essentially and retrospectively evokes Spain at the time of his death, and the state which he ruled and represented. 

      Franco had come to power when his dogmatically right-wing, fiercely Catholic armies defeated the elected Socialist government in the terrible Spanish Civil War of 1936–9, which had become in effect a war between the ideologies of Fascism and Communism. It was a precursor of still more dreadful international conflicts to come and resulted in the anachronistic isolation of Spain from the progress of contemporary Europe. Neutral during the Second World War which so radically transformed the continent, a totalitarian state when Western Europe was vigorously democratic, defiantly Catholic among increasingly secular peers, isolationist in a gradually uniting Europe, tainted by its credentials, Franco’s years Spain was an enthralling prodigy among the powers – dark but sunny too, fascinating but forbidding, unique at once in its ancient glories and its twentieth-century anomalies. 

      This is the place that my book chiefly portrays – a country on the brink of a turning-point. Excluded for so long from the comity of Europe, clamped within the strait-jacket of despotism, Spain then was still peculiarly on its own. The old mores were powerful, the habits of autocracy, the power of the Church, the sense of separateness that gave Spain its habits of lordly arrogance. It was still one of a kind, recognizably descended from the Spain of the conquistadores, and this book is instilled with my own sensations of wondering alienation – nobody could have been less Spanish than me. I was new to the magnificent balefulness of things Spanish, and I wandered from cathedral to fortress, hamlet to city, brilliant mountains to blistered plains, through scenes of battle and legend and high fiction, in a somewhat hallucinatory state. 

      Remarkably soon it was all to change, and Spain’s isolation would be ended. Once Franco was consigned to his portentous tomb, the nation transformed itself into a progressive parliamentary kingdom, ceremonially presided over by a Bourbon prince, but governed by elected governments of generally enlightened views. There was an attempted coup, and terrorist activity was endemic, but on the whole the Spanish return to the world was peaceful. In 1986 Spain joined the European Union, and became an international power again. Its dogmatic centralist authority was relaxed, tempering the old sense of overbearing unity. Capitalism found its full fruition, bringing Spanish enterprise once more to the forefront of the world. The Catholic Church was no longer the ultimate arbiter of life, and in sport, the arts, entertainment and tourism the Spaniards built themselves new reputations. I was wrong, in my Envoi of 1982, in doubting Spain’s democratic instincts: for better or for worse, the prodigious old State became less sui generis, more like the rest of us, more ordinary in fact. 

      By no means entirely, though, at least aesthetically. It is nearly half a century since I originally wrote this book, but when I go back to Spain I still feel, if not the majestic frisson that I used to sense, at least a tremor of the marvellous. Much of the coastline has been degraded by the excesses of tourism, but much of the hinterland is tremendously different still. Spanish pride is still lofty. Spanish dogs are still dogs. There may not be so many monks and nuns about, but matters of birth control, same-sex marriage or stem–cell research still exercise the Spanish political conscience, and to this day an endless tide of pilgrims makes its weary way along the road to Santiago de Compostella. Great motor-roads criss-cross the landscapes now, but there are still gypsies about, storks sometimes, and tapas bars awash with litter. 

      I went to Santiago myself a year or two ago, and parked my car in the glorious Plaza de España immediately outside the cathedral, in a very sanctuary of Spanishness. When I came to leave I found the car would not start – it had been electronically immobilized, by some invisible cyber-authority, as a precaution against terrorism. A burly policemen and sundry bystanders, discarding their jackets, had to manhandle it out of the square, beyond the esoterically prohibited zone; and as they did so, exchanging earthy jokes with one another, and I dare say obscenities too, I could not help thinking that nowhere but in Spain could such a moment be experienced – a moment of farce, a moment of mystery, a demonstration of brawn and fellowship sat against the pinnacled splendour of one of Christendom’s supreme memorials. 

      So when I say this book is about a particular Spanish time, perhaps it is about all Spanish times, really. 










      
        
      

      
        
      










      
        
      

      
        Prologue: 
The Gist of it 

      

      The centre of most Spanish cathedrals is dominated by the coro, a dark, carved, boxlike structure that blocks the grand prospect of the nave but provides an intellectual focus for the whole building. Here, beneath the glowering barrels of the organ pipes, the canons intone their litanies and the choirboys their harsh descants, the beadles shuffle past with messages or missals, the huge plain-chant hymnals stand open on their lecterns, and all the thought and reason of the cathedral seems to be concentrated. The coro is less like a sanctuary than a library, or perhaps the study of some misogynist theologian; and the visitor generally finds his way there first, to sniff its bookish atmosphere and inspect its choir stalls in the gloom, before he sets out to tour that mass of sculpture and sanctity, that museum of holy relics, sublime inventions, oddities, excesses, superstitions and splendours that is a Spanish church. 

      In the great cathedral that is Spain herself, the part of the coro is played by the palace-monastery called the Escorial, for there you may sense, stuffed darkly into granite labyrinths, all the forces that have shaped this tremendous and sometimes frightening country. It stands in the foothills of the Guadarrama mountains, with woods and snows behind its back, and the vast plateau of Castile stretching away to Madrid before it. It is rectangular, and enormous, and implacably severe, unrelieved by any softness of foliage or decoration: part a place of worship, part a royal palace, part a mausoleum, so big that it is officially classed as a city, with 86 staircases, 89 fountains, more than a thousand doors, 13 oratories, cells for 300 monks, tombs for 24 kings and queens, 16 patios, 2,673 windows, and a hundred miles of passages. Wide blank courtyards surround the walls of this marvel, a little town hangs respectfully about its purlieus, and from far away across the plain, even from the streets of Madrid herself, you can see it brooding there on the edge of the mountains, looking at once holy, menacing and obsessed. 

      The Escorial was built by Philip II of Spain, grandson of Joan the Mad—whose chamber of insanity he once visited as a child, to find her crouched raving and in rags upon the floor, surrounded by plates of mouldering food. He began the building in 1563, to be his family tomb as well as his palace. He loved the raw austerity of the Castilian highlands, so pitilessly hot in summer, so bitter in the winter winds, and he was impelled by the fact that in his generation Spain had reached the apex of worldly power. She was the richest and most formidable nation on earth. From these rooms, Philip said, he ‘ruled the world with two inches of paper,’ and he made the great building not only an expression of his own proud, suspicious character, but also a shrine of the values, that were to govern Spain from his time into our own. Since Philip’s day the history of this country has been generally melancholy and often tragic, but the style that was set in its golden age remains the ruling style today, and there is nothing out of date about the Escorial. In its conception, its flavour, even its meticulous Spanish workmanship, it might have been built yesterday: for only now, four centuries later, is Spain tentatively discarding the attitudes King Philip struck for her. 

      In these endless corridors and courtyards you may sense the Spanish taste for the grandiose and the overbearing, fostered in the false dawn of an imperial prime, and often vulgarized in bombast. In the coldness and bleakness of this building you may detect the aristocratic stoicism of Spain, something grandly ascetic in the character of the country, which often makes it feel otherworldly and aloof. In the inescapable presence of Philip himself, haunting every corner of his Escorial, you may fancy this nation’s perennial yearning for a strong man at the centre, its recurrent instinct for autocracy. In the clear-cut pattern of the building, said to be grille-shaped in tribute to the martyrdom of St. Lawrence, you may see reflected the clarity and precision that characterizes so much of Spanish life. In its manner of command you may see how the centre of this large country has imposed its will upon the perimeter, stamping all with its own Castilian culture and keeping a watchful check on deviations. In the huge Basilica, embedded in the heart of the structure, you may realize how close the Christian faith has stood to the sources of authority in Spain. In the ornate, cramped galleries of the royal tombs, with their spaces for monarchs yet to die, their separate vaults of bastards and in-laws, their neat little crests and chiselled pedigrees, their rotting-chamber where the corpse of the Queen-Regent Maria Christina, ‘for political reasons,’ lies mouldering to this very day—in all this morbid splendour you may observe the Spanish love of hierarchy and formality, with its conviction that death is only a proper end to a familiar pattern. 

      Above all, in the pervading sadness of the Escorial, you may feel something of the tragedy of Spain, her lack of fulfilment. Here at the summit of the known world, Philip lived a dedicated and abstemious life, receiving the gorgeous ambassadors upon a throne of kitchen-chair simplicity, with a high brimless hat upon his head and his foot upon a gout-stool. His life was passed in work and prayer; his bedroom was a kind of cell; he was surrounded by the dossiers of State affairs, code keys and files of secret information. An aura of great power, fear, and sanctity invested him, so that the most experienced of the envoys entered his presence nervously, and even now there is something terrible about his memory. He died, however, miserably. There he lay in ulcerous agony, a crowned skull on the table beside him, watching the rituals of the chapel through a spy-hole near his bed, ordering black cloth for his own mourning draperies, rehearsing the ritual of Extreme Unction, in such pain that he sometimes could not bear the weight of a sheet upon his body, in such gangrenous squalor, it is said, that his courtiers could not bring themselves to approach him. And when at last he died, to have ceaseless prayers for his soul said in the Basilica for two centuries to come—when he died in 1598, it was in the knowledge that already Spain’s brief heyday was over, the vast empire was beginning to disperse, and two inches of Spanish paper, in the hands of a God-fearing Spanish aristocrat, had not been omnipotent after all. 

      All this you may sense in the Escorial still, and you may learn how the pride, resignation and disillusionment of Philip’s Kingdom were to be projected into twentieth-century Spain. More than most countries, Spain feeds upon her own past. Even now her affairs are subject to the gloomy magnetism of the Escorial, or at least to the pole of emotions that this great work of faith and policy represents. 

      Spanish geographers are very fond of elevation graphs—diagrams which, by cutting an imaginary slice through the Iberian Peninsula, show how its altitudes vary from sea to sea. If you apply this technique to the slab of Spanish history, you will find that though the graph is often bumpy, its general outline is all too sadly simple. From the beginning of history to the sixteenth century, the Spaniards gradually climbed towards the pinnacle of their success—hindered often by wars and invasions, but steadily accumulating wealth, culture, prestige, and unity. From the sixteenth century until our times, on the other hand, they have been almost constantly slithering downhill, sometimes bravely digging their heels in, more often plunging helplessly downwards in a welter of despair and recrimination. Spanish history does not form a happy pattern, but at least it looks symmetrical. 

      The Spaniards have always been a warlike people, and the original Iberians were famous for their feats of arms. Some are remembered for drawing bulls in caves and others, the beaker people, are thought to have been the migrants who erected the stones of Stonehenge. But to the earliest chroniclers of their affairs, the Spaniards were above all soldiers—the original guerrillas. The early Phoenicians and the Greeks, who were merchants rather than conquerors, seem to have established their trading colonies in the peninsula without much trouble, but the Carthaginians and the Romans who followed them, with ambitions of dominion, were opposed by tribes-people of violent martial talent. It took two hundred years for the Romans to master Spain, and the country is littered with the legends of communities which, rather than submit to the legions, burnt their homes around them, or threw themselves en masse over precipices. It was the long resistance of the Spaniards that forced Rome to adopt conscription, and it was from a Spanish model that the Roman armourers copied the famous short sword of the legionaries. Spain was full of redoubtable peoples. The people of the centre cleaned their teeth in stale urine, the people of the north ate bear steaks and drank bulls’ blood, the people of the north-west sacrificed their prisoners to read the omens in their entrails. ‘Their bodies inured to abstinence and toil,’ wrote one Roman observer in the first century before Christ, ‘their minds composed against death, all practise a stern and constant moderation. They prefer war to ease, and should they lack foes without, seek them within.’ The war-cry of the Asturians summed them up. It sounded like the howl of an insatiably ravenous wolf, and has been phoneticized thus: Icucuuuu! 

      But already the Spaniards, urine, bulls’ blood, wolf-calls, and all, were clambering up that graph. From the Phoenicians they learnt to write, to use money, to mine for their metals. From the Greeks they learnt to grow vines and olives, and to make beautiful things. From the Romans they learnt so much that they eventually became the most advanced and cultivated of all the Empire’s subject races. Spanish soldiers naturally became a mainstay of the legions, but during the six centuries of Roman occupation the Spaniards also matured marvellously in the gentler arts. Most of the later Roman literature came out of Spain, from the satires of Martial to the Stoic sermons of Seneca, and the emperors Trajan, Hadrian, Marcus Aurelius, and Theodosius the Great were all Spaniards. When the Romans withdrew at last, it was a prosperous Christian country that they left behind; and the Visigoths who succeeded them in the fifth century, driving out the rabble of miscellaneous barbarians that had swept in from Gaul, soon found themselves tempered by its culture, their crude, fissiparous Christianity smoothed into orthodox Catholicism, their rough manners softened and scented. From a cruel western land of dangerous peoples—the ne plus ultra of the ancient navigators, the horrida et bellicosa provincia of the Roman invaders—Spain had become a country to be coveted, civilized and productive, whose standards had declined indeed since the golden days of Rome, but whose prizes were well worth the plucking. 

      No wonder the Muslims, storming along North Africa in the fury of their seventh-century expansion, soon cherished designs upon the place. Only twenty miles of water separated Morocco from Spain, and in many ways the country seemed a kind of idealized Africa—Africa without the heat, without the drought, without the sand, the flies, or the diseases, where maidens ‘as handsome as houris’, so one Arab of the time thought, ‘recline on soft couches in the sumptuous palaces of lords and princes’. In 711 the Muslims crossed the strait, egged on by dissidents on the other side. It took them only two years to subdue the whole of southern Spain, and most of the north too, and the last of the Visigothic kings, we are told, sank with such mystic finality into the marshes of Cádiz that he was never seen again, only his horse with its golden trappings surviving mud-flecked to show the spot. The Moors, as the Spaniards called the mixed Arabs, Syrians, Egyptians, and Berbers of this conquest, made Spain the westernmost province of Islam, and stayed on her soil for seven hundred years. 

      Once again Spain profited. The Moors squabbled incessantly among themselves, but out of their tribal antipathies there presently evolved the supreme caliphate of Córdoba, which was set up in rivalry to the Abbasside dynasty of Baghdad, and was so cultured, sophisticated, broad-minded and fastidious a State that for a century southern Spain was the lodestar of Europe, and Cordoba herself was second in size only to Constantinople. Religion was free, in the great days of this admirable caliphate, women had equal educational chances, libraries, universities, and observatories flourished, poets abounded and musicians were great men. Life itself, which was seen elsewhere in Europe as a kind of probationary preparation for death, was interpreted as something glorious in itself, to be ennobled by learning and enlivened by every kind of pleasure. The Moors, springing out of an arid background, were the waterers of Spain, the gardeners: they brought a new grace to her culture, they taught her people the techniques of irrigation, and as their own spirit degenerated into excess and sybaritic fancy, so they infused into the Spanish stream some embryo traces of its romanticism—early inklings of swirl, smoulder, quarter-tone and castanet. 

      They never, however, quite obliterated Christian Spain. Even in the south there were Christian grandees who obtained for themselves a sort of autonomy, and in the drizzly north a little nucleus of Christians never surrendered at all. At the legendary battle of Covadonga in 718 a band of 31 Christians, we are told, halted the advance of 400,000 Muslims, and thus kept the Moors out of the mountains of Asturias; and around the memories of this feat, over the generations, there assembled the dream of reconquest. This was the age of the Cid and his fellow stalwarts of romance. Led by such magnificos, the Christians fought back in fits, starts, and marauds, gradually nibbling their way southwards again, sometimes fighting among themselves, sometimes cohering, sometimes turning coat to help a Muslim friend against a Christian enemy. It was a haphazard kind of Crusade, but by the end of the eleventh century the Christians, grouped in several principalities, had recaptured the central plateau of Spain. By the end of the thirteenth they had taken Córdoba, and mastered all but a southern coastal strip. And in 1492 the Catholic Monarchs of Christian Spain, Isabel of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragón, expelled the last of the Moorish kings from his delectable palace in Granada, and completed the liberation. The cross went up in the mosques of the Alhambra, somebody produced a grammar of the Castilian language, and Spain became recognizably herself. 

      Now we are approaching the top of that graph, for at this moment of her history Spain became, almost simultaneously, free, united, rich and powerful. She became free by the subjugation of the Moors. She became united because her two dominating Christian kingdoms, Castile and Aragón, were joined in marriage. She became rich and powerful because in the very month of the fall of Granada, when the last of the Moors tumbled out of the Alhambra to be forcibly baptized, Christopher Columbus was summoned to the presence of the Catholic Monarchs, and given a mandate to explore the western ocean. He discovered America, and instantly made Spain one of the Great Powers of the world. Now her indomitable adventurers, escaping from the impoverished gloom of her plateaus, strode irresistibly through Latin America, toppling the fantastic kingdoms of Aztec and Inca, building churches, missions, and palaces, sending home a dizzy stream of bullion. In the flush of excitement and achievement, the Spaniards seemed invincible. Charles I lopped the negative off the old tag, and adopted the slogan plus ultra, as if to imply that nothing was beyond the reach of Spain. The Pope grandly gave the Spaniards title to all land west of the Cape Verde Islands, and they themselves, by war and advantageous weddings, boldly extended their dominions until they ruled the greatest empire since the Romans. 

      The Hapsburg Charles I, father of Philip II, was Holy Roman Emperor too, and the territories he bequeathed to his son included the whole of South and Central America, much of what is now the United States, large chunks of France, the Low Countries, southern Italy, the Philippines, Ceylon, the Congo, and miscellaneous islands and settlements from Sumatra to the Azores. When Philip moved into the Escorial, having supervised every finicky detail of its still unfinished construction, Spain had reached the top. She was the supreme Power, and the universal champion of Catholicism. Her culture a rich mixture of Christian and Moorish, Iberian and Roman, her national image so proud that the Spanish patrician was Europe’s cynosure of elegance and command, her voyagers outrageously swashbuckling and her experience of the New World unrivalled, she must have seemed, in the eyes of less vivid States, a very prodigy of a nation. She was flamboyantly, aggressively Christian, and God seemed to be distinctly on her side. Truth, the Spaniards thought, was not only indivisible, but essentially Spanish: and if an empire knows the only truth, who can supersede it? 

      But every empire thinks it knows, and the Spaniards did not stay long upon that glittering apex. Gangrene and exhaustion set in, upon the nation as upon the king, and when Philip’s catafalque was borne away, and his body committed to the pudridero in the vault, Spain had already set out upon the long descent. Everything, excepting only art, rotted. At home and abroad enemies were recklessly made in the cause of Catholic unity. The treasures of the New World were squandered in war and political mayhem all over Europe. The Dutch rebelled, and the Catalans, and the Protestant English, who had already defeated the Armada, now went about crowing heretical triumph. The glory turned out to be no more than a mirage, and even the heroic past of Spain went sour, as Cervantes mocked its pretensions of chivalry in the book that is said to have killed a nation. Spain was rich in talents still, in painters and writers, mystics and philosophers, but behind her façade of pomp she was already a kingdom of poor men and self-delusions. The sap of the Moor had dried, as the irrigation works were allowed to crumble. The old centrifugal forces of Spain, inherited from tribe and rival kingdom, revived to plague the body politic, and tug at the strong nub of power that was represented by the Escorial. Never was a nation’s moment of supremacy quite so brief, or quite so dazzling; and never again was Spain to be quite certain about her role in the world. 

      In 1700 the Hapsburgs were succeeded upon the throne of Spain by the Bourbons, a family whose name has become synonymous with decay, and under their aegis the nation sank into provincial impotence. The War of the Spanish Succession stripped the Spaniards of their European empire, plus their own Rock of Gibraltar. The Napoleonic Wars led first to the loss of Louisiana and Trinidad, then to the calamity of Trafalgar, and finally to the French occupation of the peninsula and the elevation of Joseph Bonaparte to be King of Spain. The Peninsula War—which the Spaniards call the War of Independence—restored the Bourbons to power and demonstrated the ferocious fighting spirit of the Spanish working people, but it only emphasized Spain’s dependence upon more powerful allies. A succession of colonial wars led only to the independence of the South American republics. The two Carlist Wars, concerned with succession to the throne, ravaged the Spanish countryside and inflamed the people in internecine passion. The Rif wars in North Africa drained Spain’s coffers and decimated her man-power. The Spanish-American War, ending ignominiously in 1898, not only lost her Cuba, the last of her great colonies, but also demonstrated her isolation in the world, neither fish nor fowl among the States, proud but poor, famous but powerless, imperial without an empire. At home there were constant conflicts between traditionalists and liberals, landowners and working classes, centralists and federalists, and for thirty years of the Victorian era the titular ruler of Spain was the nymphomaniac Isabel II, whose red-plush love-nest above a restaurant in Madrid is still shown to tourists of scholarly instinct. Even the Industrial Revolution failed to ignite. Even the artistic genius dried up. Never was a century more disastrous to a nation than the nineteenth century was to Spain. 

      So she limped into our own times—with one half of her being, for the other half was still lingering wistfully with the Cid and the conquistadores. She was a mess of a country: addled by bitter politics at home—between 1814 and 1923 there were forty-three coups d’état; embroiled in constant wars in the pathetic remnants of her empire, now confined to a few sandy or foetid enclaves in Africa; diplomatically a cipher, strategically so inessential that the First World War contemptuously passed her by. Conflicting ideologies tortured her—dogmas of monarchy, theocracy, despotism, democracy, socialism, anarchism, Communism. Her rural poverty and urban squalor periodically erupted into violence. Her colonial policies were so inept that in 1921 her Moroccan army was annihilated in the Rif. A dictator, Primo de Rivera, came and went; in 1931 the last of the Bourbons, bowing himself out of the chaos, gave way to a left-wing Republic; and in 1936 all these centuries of failure, schism, and frustration gave birth to that ultimate despair, the Spanish Civil War. 

      It was theoretically a revolt by the Nationalist conservatives against the Republic, but in the end it was really a double revolution—by Right and Left against Centre. The passions it brought so hideously to the boil had been simmering for five centuries, and were so wounding that to this day the scars still show. ‘The  Others’ is how Spaniards of the defeated Left sometimes referred to their adversaries, and this dark reticence, so muffled, so oblique, properly expressed the heritage of the conflict. For more than forty years after General Francisco Franco’s victorious Nationalists set up their autarchy of the Right, Spain was trapped within the aftermath of war, subjected to a despotism whose first aim was to ensure that the status quo would never be broken again. Only with Franco’s death in 1975, and the re-establishment of the monarchy as he decreed, did Spain begin to escape from her crippling inhibitions. 

      What next? We do not know. Here the graph peters out, with King Juan Carlos on the throne of Spain and a liberal democracy spluttering and sometimes exploding into life around him, complete with all the paraphernalia of parties, elections, strikes, protests and graffiti. Spain is a democracy now, but still the Spanish role remains uncertain, the Spanish destiny seems unfulfilled, and we can only look at the Spanish future through a veil of memory and conjecture—‘a cloud of dust’, as the philosopher José Ortega y Gasset once put it, ‘left in the air when a great people went galloping down the highroad of history’. 

      Generally the visitor, adjusting his eyesight to the shadows, pauses for a time in the coro to consult his guidebook—resting his back against a sculpted crocodile, perhaps, or propping the book upon a fourteenth-century music-stand. When he feels he has the gist of the building, has mastered its origins and sorted out its periods, he sets off to explore the rest of it: and so the traveller too, if he has read the text of the Escorial, may feel equipped to inspect the aisles and chapels of Spain, where the dust loiters and dances on the sun-shafts, and you can faintly hear the rumble of the cars outside. 

       










      
        
      

      
        
      


      
        1 Isle Barataria 

      

      Spain is almost an island—a fragment crudely soldered, so the poet Auden thought, to the shape of Europe. Whichever way you enter her, from Portugal, France, Gibraltar, or the open sea, instantly you feel a sense of separateness—a geographical fact exaggerated by historical circumstance. The first of the invading Moors actually thought Spain was an island, and it was the Phoenicians, already sensing this seclusion or withdrawal, who called the country Spania—a word which some dullard philologists believe to mean The Land of Rabbits, but which all proper amateurs of Spain accept in its alternative interpretation, The Hidden Land. 

      The best entrance of all is the pass of Roncesvalles, the most heroic of the ten defiles that pierce the Pyrenees. It is a high, demanding route, resonant with romance. Here, a thousand years ago, the knight-errant Roland blew his enchanted horn so deafeningly that the birds fell dead about him, and here the savage Basques, hurling themselves upon Charlemagne’s rearguard, slaughtered half his men-at-arms. Through the pass of Roncesvalles, throughout the Middle Ages, caravans of pilgrims plodded southwards to the shrine of St. James at Santiago de Compostela, carrying forests of palm-crosses and singing brave hymns. Potentates of every era have passed this way into Spain, spies and ambassadors, merchants and marriage brokers, princesses destined for Spanish thrones and holy men on their way to sainthood. Here Marshal Soult fought a running battle with the British, as they chased the French out of the peninsula in 1813, and along this road thousands of wretched refugees stumbled into France during the Spanish Civil War. Roncesvalles is one of the classic passes of Europe, and a properly sombre gateway into Spain. 

      Winter is the time to make the journey. Then, as you approach the pass, the Pyrenean ramparts of Spain are at their most suggestive: brown, purple, and forbidding, with blushes of pink along their high snow-ridges, and wild white clouds eddying down their valleys. Beyond them, you feel, floodlights are perpetually blazing upon the stage of Spain, and you approach them with all the excitement of a visit to the theatre. There is a fanfare to the very name of Spain, and no nation offers an image more vivid. She seems to follow no fashion, obey no norm. She has generally stood aloof from the events of the recent past, from the Second World War to the nuclear race, and while to some her allure is only the spell of bathing beach and cheap wine, to others she stands apart because she does not yet feel reconciled to the twentieth century—has not quite succumbed to those pressures of materialism which we, like so many dim Frankensteins, half regret having devised. 

      Spain is one of the absolutes. Most States nowadays are willy-nilly passive, subject always to successive alien forces. Spain still declines in the active mood. She is not a Great Power, but in her minor way she is one of the prime movers still—still a nation that sets its own standards. To us poor ciphers of the computer culture, us cosmopolitan, humanist, cynical serfs of the machine, nothing is more compelling than the drama, at once dark and dazzling, of that theatre over the hills—the vast splendour of the Spanish landscape, the intensity of Spain’s pride and misery, the adventurous glory of a history that set its seal upon half the world, the sadness of a decline that edged so inexorably from triumph to tragedy, through so many centuries of rot. All this, distilled in blazing heat and venomous cold, dusted by the sand of Africa, guarded by that mountain barricade above you—all this seems to await your arrival, beyond the pass of Roncesvalles. 

      Presently it all comes true. Skidding upwards through the windy sleet, soon you reach the head of the pass, and stand at the gate of Spain. All is deserted and forlorn up there. An old snowplough lies tilted beside the road, a line of army huts lies derelict among the firs. Between the trees there broods the gaunt Augustinian monastery of Roncesvalles, with roofs that look like corrugated iron, and a great wet empty courtyard. A woman looks out of a door as you pass through its sullen hamlet. Two hooded policemen, huddled against the wind, respond numbly to your wave. Your first moments of Spain, if theatrical enough, hardly make you tingle. 

      But then you turn a corner out of the woodland, and suddenly there before you, below the level of the mist, there unfolds the great plain of the Ebro, with the foothills sweeping down towards the river. Space immeasurable seems to lie down there. All is brown but magnificent monotony—monotony of the desert kind, that has something mystic and exciting to it. In the middle distance a group of gypsies hastens with caravans, donkeys, and skinny dogs along the road, and beyond them all Spain seems to be expecting you—Spain of the shrines, Spain of the knightserrant, Spain of the guitars, the bull-rings, and the troglodytes. That evening you will sleep in Pamplona, where they let the young bulls loose in the streets on the feast of St. Fermín, where legend says they once killed ten thousand Jews to celebrate a prince’s wedding, where the church bells sound like the clashing of coal shovels in the small hours, and the hotel pillows feel as though they are stuffed with mule-hair. 

      It is partly environment that gives you this feeling—the feeling that you have burst into some bizarre private world beyond the mountains. The land of Spain resembles no other, so foursquare and rough-hewn is its outline (the shape of an open bull-hide, so the old geographers thought). It is like an immense fortress. Its average height is about two thousand feet, and mountains rise almost sheer from its coasts, leaving only narrow seaside strips or estuaries. 

      Within these mountain walls a vast plateau extends, like the bailey of a castle—once thickly forested, now stripped of its top-soil, and itself so corrugated by mountain ranges that wherever you are in Spain, at any time of the year, you are never surprised to see the distant blur of the snow summits. This is a harsh highland country, second only to Switzerland, among the nations of Europe, in its general altitude. The highest road in Europe is in Spain, above the city of Granada. The highest inhabited village is said to be Trevélez, in the Alpujarra mountains of the south. Perpetual wind is one of the characteristics of Spain, the lowering levante of the east, the Atlantic bluster of the south-west, and above all the dagger wind that scours the central meseta—a wind, so the proverb says, that can kill a man, but can’t blow out a candle. It is a climate of ferocious extremes: when I picked up a Spanish newspaper one morning at the end of May, I found that on the previous day the temperature at Cordoba had been thirty-two degrees centigrade, while the temperature at León had been four. 

      Few dependable rivers soften this cruel terrain. Except in the north-west, Spanish rainfall is sparse and erratic—in Alicante in 1882 more rain fell in one day than fell in all the rest of the year put together. When it does rain, or the mountain snows melt, then the rivers flood ferociously down to the sea, often destroying roads and bridges, and carrying away good soil; but for most of the time they are dry, and are frequently used as mule-tracks themselves, so that a cool blue tracery on the map turns out to be only a hot pebbly strip of wasteland, with goats nibbling at its scrubby grass, and a limp horse or two breathing heavily in the shade of its bridges. There are only five big rivers in Spain—the Ebro, the Guadalquivir, the Guadiana, the Tagus and the Duero—spread across the country like the open fingers of a man’s hand. For the rest, some of the oldest Spanish jokes concern their lack of water. The River Manzanares at Madrid, one of the most anaemic of them all, was once described as looking like ‘a university town in the long vacation’. Somebody else said that if you wanted to see it, you should jump into a bus the moment it rained, or tHe river would be gone before you got there. Philip II, who threw the great Puente de Segovia across its stingy stream, was told by a candid critic that he either ought to sell the bridge or buy himself a new river. Water is one of the prime preoccupations of Spanish life. The pump is the traditional village focus, and until very recently the sale of contract of every Madrid apartment specified where the water came from. The most absolute demarcation lines in Spain are the lines that separate the dry land from the damp, the arid from the humid zones, the desert from the irrigated plain—the purgatory, in short, from the paradise. 

      For the Spaniards live in clusters, like squatters around the water-holes. Only in the green regions of the north can they live like other countrymen of the West, comfortably among their own fields. Elsewhere in Spain they are crowded always beside the water—in big river cities, in minuscule wellhead hamlets, or in the rich irrigated valleys that the Moors first made. Wide empty areas separate one pocket of habitation from another, and they themselves range in fecundity from the luxuriant to the lunar. The people of the Valencian littoral inhabit the most fertile slab of land in Europe, and the most densely populated agricultural region outside Egypt and India: its oranges sometimes weigh seven pounds apiece, and its markets seem to burst with plump, rosy, earthy, sweet-smelling nutriment. The people of the Murcian coast, on the other hand, inhabit the fringe of a desert—one of the most barren and depressing of them all, its surface all scrubby scree, its rocks streaked with sulphurous colours, its valleys permanently waterless. The average wheat yield in Logroño, in the north, is nearly six times as great as the average yield in Almería, in the south-east. The coastline around Málaga, in the south, is as lush as any tropical shore, with its sugar-canes and its thick sweet wines. The plateau of the interior, where the villages often look more like piles of rubble than human habitations, can be as dismal and demanding as any altiplano of Peru. The mountain country of Asturias, whose hearty hillmen drink draught cider and eat smoked trout, offers the same kind of rude sufficiency as do the Highlands of Scotland. 

      And yet, such is the power of the Spanish presence, all is unmistakably one country—the desperately dry, the obscenely fertile, the rough green mountain country. Whether the tree is a palm or a northern pine, the wind that sways it could only be Spanish, and the earth beneath it smells of Spain. 

      Partly it is plain old-fashionedness that makes Spain feel so special. She has a fatal weakness for the past. When the French were building in the Gothic style, she was still building Romanesque. When they moved into the Renaissance, she was still building Gothic. She retained her mediaeval values when they had long been abandoned elsewhere in Europe, so that at Spanish universities in the eighteenth century they were still wondering whether Copernicus was right, and anxiously debating whether the sky was made of metal or of fluid. No Beethoven symphony was performed in Madrid until 1866. It was only in the present century that the most primitive of the Spaniards, in the shuttered valleys near Salamanca, first heard of God. When Mr. Gerald Brenan went to live in Andalusia after the First World War, his neighbours assumed that he had been fighting the Moors, and were of the firm opinion that Protestants were people with tails. 

      This time-lag still makes Spain an anachronism among the nations. Her industrial revolution is really only happening now, and in many ways she retains the simplicity, even the innocence, of a pastoral nation. A Victorian propriety and formality, too, makes the stranger feel that his passage through the mountains has been a return in time. Carriages still sway down Andalusian lanes, with ladies chatting in their cushioned recesses, and coachmen flicking stray dogs with long leather whips. Hay carts still rumble down the hill lanes of Galicia, the bullocks sweating in the shafts and the yokels in straw hats hanging on behind. Splendid brass-bound locomotives snort in steam and metal polish down Spanish railways. Spanish country buses, so bumpy and gregarious, still flaunt the rollicking gusto of the mail coaches. Except in the sophisticated cities, Spanish courtships are still discreet, Spanish mothers are still dominant, Spanish men are very manly and Spanish women usually chaste. Spanish towns stand so far apart from one another that they often still feel like City-States, wrapped up in their own parochial affairs, looking inwards to the cathedral and the coffee shop rather than outwards to the rockets or the situation in the Middle East. 

      Nothing indeed could feel much more proper and permanent than life in such a Spanish country city—La Capital to the peasants of the surrounding countryside, but to the foreigner no more than a middle-sized market town on the way to somewhere else. Life has changed beyond description, I am told, since the early thirties, when a young man hardly dared speak to an unmarried girl, and courtship was conducted under restrictions not merely puritanical, but actually Islamic. It has changed enormously, once again, since the 1960s. Even so, to an outsider life in a Murcia, a Zamora, or a Jaén seems marvellously unruffled by social progress. 

      In the market, for instance, the homely ways of the countryside are still reassuringly lively—the butcher skins a sheep before your eyes as easily as peeling an apple, the hens are tied together with hairy string upon their basket-tops, there is chicken-earth upon the egg-shells, and the market woman wraps up your radishes in thick brown paper. In the shopping streets the bourgeoisie parades past the cafés in a dazzle of polished shoes and spotless gloves, its small moustaches carefully clipped, its hair impeccably curled, its infants primped and frilly. Outside the cathedral knots of busy priests are engaged in earnest conversation, standing very close to each other, and talking with such intensity that sometimes the brims of their wide hats actually touch, and knock the whole argument askew. Along the river promenade elegant pigtailed schoolgirls saunter home, swinging their satchels, and an old mendicant sits on a wall selling a knobbly assortment of herbs. There are big pink jars in the shelves of the apothecaries, and huge wine-stained barrels on the wineshop floors, and scrumptious sticky cakes in the cakeshops, and the liqueur bottles in the cafés are decorated with the gold medals of forgotten exhibitions and the escutcheons of extinct dukes. Among the flower-beds of the plaza the starched nannies gossip in a Watteau-like tableau of prams, aprons, sailor suits, and eagerly eavesdropping little girls; from the huge dim-lit windows of the Casino (as they call a club in Spain) four or five apparently mummified figures glare glassily at the passersby, with tumblers of what looks like lukewarm water listlessly at their elbows. 

      And in the evening, when the paseo begins in the main square when the young men stroll purposefully up and down in one direction, and the girls giggle in groups in the other, when the municipal officials emerge pomaded from their departments and the young officers of the garrison, smoothing their glove-fingers, clamber out of their taxis and stride gallantly into the crowd—when the evening paseo begins, with all its unwritten formalities of flirtation and politesse, then you may feel yourself back in some long-dead Europe, the England of Barchester and the Proudies, perhaps, or Gogol’s vanished Russia. The dignitaries grow grander as the evening wears on; and the subalterns will stay talking indefinitely at the salute, unless you implore them, my dear fellows, not to stand upon formality. 

      It is very charming to see, but sometimes the nostalgia of Spain has a more elemental quality: when an ore train plods across an endless landscape for example, with a plume of its black smoke in the evening light, and a long clanking snake of wagons across the tableland; or in some hangdog mining town, Dickensian in filth and gloom, where the old women grub for waste coal among the railway sidings, and make you think of Poor Susan; or in the Hogarthian slums of Barcelona, where the sailors’ brothels are, the prostitutes are busted like pouter pigeons. The archaism of Spain is often touching, but often tough. The Spanish folk costumes have almost disappeared, surviving only in a kerchief here, a coloured apron there, or the clodhopping clogs of the north-west; but the peasantry of Spain is till marvellously earthy, and the miners of the north are dauntingly militant. This is still a frugal, sober, strong people, rich in men of the yeoman kind—lorry drivers, petty officers, mechanics, head porters, farm workers you would trust not only with your hay-making but with your life or your daughter too. Hombre! is the Spanish countryman’s habitual greeting—Man!—and such straight, square old courtesies reflect what is best about the old-fashionedness of Spain: something frank and comradely, unaffected by time or money, rooted in the conviction that a man’s a man for a’ that. Part of the Spaniard’s strength lies in his stubborn regard for the past. In most languages of the West we use the same form of farewell—Goodbye, Adieu, Addio, Adios! Only in Spain, though, will you occasionally hear some fine old countryman, with a handshake like mahogany, spell it out in three grave separate words: Go with God! 

      Spain is distinct, furthermore, because she has style. In a prosaic age she is not afraid to be patrician. She has always had the grand manner—‘the arrogant and insolent grace’, as a French historian once described it—and sometimes even the noblesse  oblige: one of the most Spanish of all pictures is Velázquez’s wonderful Surrender of Breda, nicknamed The Lances, in which the superb Marquis de los Balbases receives the sword of his defeated Dutch adversary with a smile of ineffably considerate regret. Spain is a high-flown country. Marquises, dukes, and counts abound, and the traditions of Spain are rich with the conduct normally expected of nobles. Alonso de Guzmán, a thirteenth-century Spanish hero, allowed the Moors to kill his own son beneath the walls of Tarifa rather than surrender the town to them—he threw down his own dagger for the execution, crying, ‘Kill the boy! I’d rather lose six sons than surrender!’ Seven hundred years later Colonel Ituarte Moscardó, defending the Alcazar at Toledo for General Franco, allowed the enemy to kill his son too, rather than give up the fortress—‘Commend your soul to God’, he told the boy over the telephone, ‘shout Viva  España, and die like a hero!’ Spain loves such postures, at once tragic and defiant, just as she has a persistent regard for flags, tall horses, and splendid isolation. 

      And often enough even those innumerable Spaniards who reject such values, who profess themselves internationalists, egalitarians, or modern materialists, nevertheless often possess an embarrassingly patrician style themselves. Most Spaniards are, to use an unfashionable term for a fast-vanishing condition, gentlemen. They are, rich or poor, angry or complacent, to the manner born. Nobody will treat the stranger with more elegant ease than the raggety peasant of Aragón or Castile, with his old cloak slung about his shoulders, his bruised hat on his head, his chin a little prickly and his hand calloused by a lifetime’s labour: he will turn on his donkey as though sitting in the saddle of some magnificent thoroughbred, he will look you straight, solemn, and courteous in the eye, and he will answer your inquiry in a Spanish so distinguished and precise that it might be an extract from some recorded language course. He always makes you feel welcome, he never patronizes you, he always knows when to go, and he does not gush. 

      The Spanish castes are indeed distinct, though hard for the stranger to distinguish because there are no class accents. When great issues are at stake, hatred between them can be cruelly inflamed. Of the fourteen thousand regular officers in the Spanish Army at the beginning of the Civil War, only two hundred chose to fight for the Left: of the eight thousand regular non-commissioned officers, not more than a score chose to fight for the Right. It is apparently not envy, however, that excites these passions—the Spanish revolutionary does not usually covet riches for himself. In normal times Spaniards of all classes treat each other with a casual courtesy, almost a familiarity, that suggests to me the oddly easy relationship between master and serf in Tsarist Russia. Spanish Catholicism partly accounts for this lack of awkwardness, with its emphasis on Death as the great leveller, and some say too that it is an echo of the Roman’s family attitude towards his slave. Whatever its origins, one reason for the success of the old Spanish armies is said to have been their democratic ease of intercourse, officers and men sharing the same mess; and if you ever visit one of the great fairs of Andalusia, when the landowning families come to town with their splendid horses and their flouncy polka-dots—if ever you mingle with the Andalusian gentry at such a festivity, you will find that grandees, belles, grooms, lackeys and all seem to converse with a dashing kind of fellowship, so that you are hard put to tell which is master, which is man and sometimes (for they are a lean and handsome lot) even which is horse. 

      It is this independence of manner, this head-high and straight-eyed ambience, that makes Spain feel so awfully noble, and keeps its aficionados dewy-eyed with thoughts of uprightness and individuality. In these austere and desolate landscapes there is indeed something bravely perpendicular about a man, something that makes him feel a finer, or at least an intenser, species than he is elsewhere. One powerful reason for the separateness of Spain is the fact that she always feels more so. In this country everything seems to be heightened, as by some elevating drug, and people in particular seem crueller, stubborner, kinder, and always grander. Spanish philosophical conceptions are full of synonyms for this loftiness of spirit, and slushy devotees of the culture are only too anxious to translate them—alma, for instance, which means more than merely soul, but is something almost anatomically detectable, or casticismo, which is more than just purism, but has come to stand for the very quality of Spanishness, the elusive but always pungent substance that floats around you the moment you cross the Spanish frontier. 

      And this exalting influence of Spain is catching, and makes the visitor, too, feel his alma swelling, rather like the mumps. Nothing expresses the mescalin quality of this country better than the bull-fight, that lurid and often tawdry gladiatorial ritual, which generally repels the northerner in the theory, but often makes his blood race in the act. All kinds of unexpected instincts are revived by this Spanish spectacle. The trumpet sounds; the gate falls open; the bull storms stocky, puzzled, and filming into the arena; instantly the foreigner, overwhelmed by the glare, the colour, the mass emotion, the pageantry, and the heat of the moment, feels himself to be in some barbaric dissecting room, where all that is worst about Man is exposed to heartless floodlights. It is not at all a pleasant spectacle—not a sport at all. Blood runs, men are often wounded, poor padded blindfold horses are gored, the bull inevitably dies and is dragged out for beef. The crowd all around, that Greek chorus of the bull-ring, with its little cigars clenched between its teeth, its cardboard sun-visors on its foreheads, its one-peseta cushions plumped beneath its bottoms on the hard seats—the crowd all around seems animated, to the foreign eye, chiefly by a brutish lust for blood. ‘I would not have been displeased,’ wrote Nelson to his wife after watching a bull-fight, ‘to have seen the spectators tossed.’ 

      And yet, such is the contagion of Spain, if you sit it out for long enough you will probably succumb yourself to the savage magic of the corrida. As its ghastly parade continues, circus tinsel beside high tragedy, as death succeeds death and blood blood, as the young gods are cheered around the arena or hissed out of sight, as the silent old horses topple in and the tossing caparisoned mules drag the carcases out—as the band thumps away at its music and the evening shadow creeps across the ring, so you will feel yourself, hour by hour, fight by fight, half united with the fierce multitude at your side. The nobility of death, so the experts assure us, is the point of the bull-fight—the ultimate Moment of Truth that comes, in the end, to us all; and before very long you too may feel that, through the blood lust and the intolerance, something of grandeur emerges. If you are unlucky, your corrida will be one long inept butchery, odious to watch; but if you have chosen well you may see a kill by one of the masters, short, calm, elegant, almost sacerdotal. The beast, after one clean, almost imperceptible sword-thrust, sinks slowly to its knees. The matador, as proud and kind as any victorious Marquis reaches out a gentle hand, in a movement infinitely graceful and brotherly, to touch his dying adversary between the horns. It is a sentimental moment perhaps, possibly deceitful, certainly theatrical; but as that garlic crowd greets the gesture with a long deep sigh of admiration, so you may respond yourself to some inner pasodoble, and feel the old Spaniard stir in you. 

      All this adds up to the specialness of Spain, but in some ways it is illusory. If you drive down to the Ebro from Pamplona, and turn eastward along the river, presently you will reach the island that Sancho Panza governed. It is not an island at all, as any local will hasten to tell you; but it is the original, so tradition tells us, of the Isle Barataria, which Sancho ruled with such sturdy success through nine chapters of Don Quixote. Here occurred the ultimate illusion of that hallucinatory masterpiece. Here Sancho himself was deluded. He soon saw through the specious allure of power (though he ‘ordained so many good things that to this day they are preserved in that place and called the Constitution of the Great Sancho Panza’); but he really did suppose that the territory assigned to him was an island—down the foothills of the Pyrenees, beside the Saragossa railway line. 

      Nowhere in western Europe could be much more dismal than the Isle Barataria today, reverted once again into a hamlet called Alcalá del Ebro, and slumped upon a bend of the river in an attitude of awful dejection. Its houses are mostly mean, its narrow streets are sloshed with winter mud or choked with dust, its river is brown and sluggish, and all day long there clank and clatter past the village, slung in containers from an overhead conveyor, loads of salt-rock destined for a factory beside the level-crossing. It was called Barataria, Cervantes says, either because that was its name anyway, or because of its exceedingly low real-estate value—baratura means cheapness. I incline to the latter interpretation, for it seems to me a dominion with no asset but its Spanishness. It lives by casticismo—its courtesy, its arid landscape all about, the mud in its streets, the solemn faces at its saloon door. There is nothing special about the place, except its famous fable and its poverty; but in such a village, with such an association, you can appreciate how insular is the pride of Spain, and how delusory. 

      There is no country in Europe more introspective than Spain, and few admire themselves more. It is true that the Spaniard is subject to fits of wild self-criticism—‘We are a backward nation, we lack culture, we are not formal enough, we can never catch up, never trust a Spaniard.’ More often, though, he still seems convinced, for all the ignominious evidence of the centuries, that his nation is not only best, but also altogether unique. Even in Strabo’s time the Spaniards used to boast that they had been a literary and law-abiding nation for more than six thousand years (though since the Spanish year then lasted four months, the brag was less majestic than it sounds). On every Spanish passport, the historian Angel Ganivet once said, there were written the invisible words: ‘This Spaniard is authorized to do whatever he wants.’ In Spain foreigners have generally been regarded as inferiors, and the Fleming courtiers who came to Spain with the Hapsburgs were so generally despised that their very name, some people think, entered the language in derogation—flamenco, which now means a kind of song and dance, apparently used to mean an oafish vagabond. If you ask a Spaniard who fought the Battle of Trafalgar, he will tell you the Spanish and the British, quite forgetting the French; if you ask him who fought the Peninsular War, he will say the Spanish and the French, quite forgetting the British. Spaniards prefer not to be laughed at, and do not much like losing: they tend to remember only what is flattering to Spain, and they readily believe the State schoolmaster, when he says there is no nation on earth so famous, so successful, so rich, or so powerful as theirs. 

      Thus the genius of Spain is of an exceptionally private kind. Considering the age, activity, and ability of this nation, it is surprising how few Spaniards are generally known to the world today: among monarchs, only Isabel, Ferdinand, Philip II; among fighting men only Cortés and Pizarro; among writers, Cervantes, Lope de Vega, Galdós, Federico Garcia Lorca; among thinkers, St. Ignatius, St. Theresa, St. John of the Cross, Miguel de Unamuno and Ortega y Gasset; among composers, Vitoria and Falla; among painters, El Greco, Zurbarán, Murillo, Velázquez, Goya, Picasso, Dali, Miró; among scientists, the inventor of the autogyro; among statesmen, General Franco. It is not many, for such a nation, and the reason perhaps is that Spaniards create essentially for Spaniards. Don Quixote, though it obviously has its universal meanings, is essentially a book about Spain—not a vision of the world, like Shakespeare’s plays; and the Spanish language itself, though a hundred million speak it every day, is often more a barrier than a bridge. Sometimes the Spaniard will resent your attempts to use it. Sometimes he believes it to be physically impossible for an alien to understand it. Sometimes he cannot convince himself that you are actually speaking it, and sometimes, like an Edwardian Englishman, he is of the opinion that if you don’t understand what he himself is saying in it, then you ought to, especially when he’s talking so loud. 

      It is not offensive, this kind of chauvinism, only assertive—and sometimes sad. Older Spaniards are often pathetically ignorant of the world outside, and its intrusion can pitiably shake their equanimity. Even the most gaily soigné of citizens, if you plump him in a salon full of foreigners, often looks strangely self-conscious and ill-at-ease, like a man in a dress shop, and it is astonishing how few Spaniards even in Madrid, the capital, speak a single word of any language but their own. The feeblest cooking in Europe is the Spanish, when it swops its fine old stews, crabs and partridges for some dismal approximation of the French cuisine. As for the cities of Spain, they only begin to feel provincial when they abandon their ancient isolated hauteur, and try for cosmopolitanism. 

      Spain is always conscious of her own symbolisms, and rightly so. ‘Spain hurts me’, cried the essayist Miguel de Unamuno fifty years ago. ‘When I speak of Spain,’ wrote the poet Antonio Machado in the thirties, ‘I speak of Man.’ Time and again Spain has been a cockpit, where the conflicts of the world have had their first round, and sometimes even their last. It was by the Treaty of Tordesillas, still a very grand little Castilian town, that the Borgia Pope Alexander VI partitioned the New World between Spain and Portugal—‘All Lands Discovered or Hereafter to Be Discovered in the West, towards the Indies or the Ocean Seas’. It was the Synod held at Elvira, near Granada, some time in the fourth century that first decreed the celibacy of the Catholic priesthood. The Reconquest, that protracted struggle of Christian against Muslim, represented for all Europe a struggle between good and evil, and knights from many countries came to fight in it: Sir James Douglas was killed in one of its campaigns, shouting ‘A Douglas! A Douglas!’ as he charged the Moors, and wearing the heart of The Bruce in a small casket around his neck. The Inquisition, as it developed in Spain under Isabel and Ferdinand, set a pattern of intolerance for the world, and is still remembered today, we may fancy, wherever there is a dank cell or a torture chamber. The War of the Spanish Succession changed the face of Europe. The Peninsular War took Wellington to Waterloo. The Spanish Civil War, when the Nazis obliterated Guernica and the Russians set up their secret police headquarters in Alcalá de Henares, not half a mile from Cervantes, birthplace—that nightmare was a preview or rehearsal of the world war that was to follow, and so bemused the impotent Powers of the West that Anthony Eden nicknamed it the War of the Spanish Obsession. 

      Spain does have a microcosmic quality, and this sometimes makes her people feel a kind of chosen race. Many Spaniards have Jewish blood in them, and Spain possesses some of the doomed, self-centred, inspirational quality of Jewry—a feeling not merely of isolation, but of vocation. It is not, however, anything divine. It is only the land, the wind, the sun, and the history. The master illusion of Spain is the conviction that the Spaniards are a people different, when they are only a people separate—that alma has made them so, when it is only geopolitics. Spanishness is as much a response as an impulse, and Spain is so Spanish because until now she has known little else: because long ago she turned her back upon the rest of us, and thus prolonged not only many archaic miseries, but also many grandeurs and beauties of the human spirit. She made her own bed, in the brief years of her Golden Age, and she still tosses and turns in it. 

      Sancho thought it was an island because his master had always promised him one, and Spain too has long been an Isle Barataria: an island that is not an island, an island across the railway line, that thinks itself alone among the waters because Don Quixote says so. 
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