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Demons and Dragons


I remember the strange humidity during that first September in the city. I remember the rancid smells and the constant noise as steel shutters were pulled up and down. I remember the sound of cars and motorbikes reverberating against the old stone buildings, the footfalls and voices which echoed in the narrow streets. It was 1975, two months before the death of General Franco. I was twenty years old and had just arrived in Barcelona.


The buildings on the Rambla, the long tree-lined walk between the Plaça de Catalunya and the port, were as different as each face which sized you up for a split second before it passed. The Rambla, busy all the time, was a whole new world to wander in and discover. The kiosks selling newspapers and books were open day and night. During the day one stretch had kiosks selling flowers, another had kiosks with animals for sale. People sat at the outside tables for hours on end staring at passers-by.


I knew no Spanish, but I understood that the Rambla had its own customs, its own rules. The prostitutes, for example, didn’t seem to come up from the port beyond a certain point. Also nobody seemed to be going anywhere in particular. Most people seemed to be idly strolling. On Sunday mornings families filled the Rambla, walked up and down under the shade of the plane trees. I tried out each bar. I stood at the kiosks and tried to decipher the newspaper headlines and the titles of books.


One night, while close to the Cathedral, I strayed into a small square through a narrow alleyway. It was quiet and dark and hidden away. One of the walls had been badly damaged by shrapnel or bullets. Nobody came through the alleyway while I was there and there was no sound except a trickle of water from a small fountain in the middle of the square.


I began to haunt the old city. I could hardly wait for darkness to fall, when the lamps would be lit high up on the walls, and the streets would become shadowy, ghostly. This was the late medieval world of master craftsmen, stone-cutters, masons, sculptors and architects surviving intact in the middle of a city.


When I found work as a teacher and decided to stay for a while, I began to study the language and by January I was confident that I had made some progress. One evening I was invited for supper to a small flat in the Gothic quarter. My fellow guests were natives of the city. As the conversation went on I realized that I couldn’t understand a single word they said. All the nights spent poring over the niceties and oddities of Spanish grammar had been in vain. It was only when someone apologized to me for speaking in Catalan, and thus excluding me, that I understood the problem.


They and their family and friends, they explained, all spoke Catalan as a first language, although they were fluent in Spanish as well. Most of them couldn’t write the language, however, and few of them had ever read a book in Catalan. It wasn’t merely spoken, they explained, in villages and remote places. It was the language of the prosperous classes in Barcelona. Franco had banned the public use of the language in 1939.


Catalan, I discovered, isn’t a dialect of Spanish, nor of Provençal, although it has close connections with both. Some words (casa for ‘house’, for example) are the same as in Spanish; other words (mangar for ‘eat’) are close to French or Italian. Most of the words for fruit, vegetables and spices are completely different from the Spanish words. The way of forming the past simple is like no other language; the way of forming the past continuous is more or less the same as in Spanish; the way of forming the past subjunctive is the same as in Italian.


Catalan is a pure Latin language. There are no Arabic sounds. Thus the pronunciation of the word ‘Barcelona’ does not have the ‘th’ sound as used in the series Fawlty Towers. Catalan sounds are harsh and guttural. The language is full of short, sharp nouns such as cap for ‘head’, fill for ‘son’ and clau for ‘key’; and similar-sounding verbs: crec for ‘I believe’, vaig for ‘I go’ and vull for ‘I want’.


By the time I began to learn Catalan in 1976 I didn’t just need it in order to follow the conversation at dinner parties, I needed it to know what the crowd was shouting in the streets, to read the writing on the walls. In that year the language which had been the preserve of the city’s middle classes and which had, since the Civil War, been used mainly indoors now took to the streets with a vengeance.


By 1977 it was as though it had never been banned. The new Spain was prepared to allow Catalonia a certain autonomy and the Catalan language a certain official respect. In those years when I lived in Barcelona the Rambla changed from being the centre of life in the city to being a centre of political dissent, where the crowd ranged against the police, where tear gas and rubber bullets were fired, where there were baton charges. As I walked up the Rambla each morning to go to work, I had to pass jeeploads of police. Policemen dressed in grey stood with machine-guns pointed at passers-by. By the time I left the city, however, in 1978, the Rambla had returned to its former self, democracy was, for the moment anyway, secured, and the citizens of Barcelona could once more wander freely in the Rambla and fleetingly size each other up.


I went back to my own country, and returned to Barcelona on holidays a few times over the years. Every so often in Ireland I would come across someone who spoke Catalan. Hearing the language again would bring it all back: the beautiful old city, the graffiti in red on the Cathedral walls, the political ferment, the smell of garlic, the faces in a demonstration defiant against the police, the slogans, the sexual freedom and the heat.


In January 1988 I returned to Barcelona to write this book. I stayed there all year and since then, I have kept a room in the city. People asked me if the city had changed; some of the changes were obvious, such as the street names which were now in Catalan only. There was more crime. But I still wasn’t sure. On the final Sunday in September 1988, the last day of the Mercè festival, which had not existed in the Franco era, I felt at ease enough in the city, at home enough again, to look around me carefully, to take notes, and maybe take stock.


You could hardly move on the Rambla that morning; the street was crowded as it had always been, but the stretch between the port and the Liceu Opera House was seedier than before. There was a sense that people who should have been in jail were walking about freely, a feeling that the police might swoop at any moment.


This was Picasso’s stomping ground in the years when he lived in the city; this was where George Orwell, in May 1937, watched fascinated as the crowd built barricades with speed and skill. Now men stood around, watching and waiting while all around them street-sellers sold jewellery and rugs, cheap cassettes and Indian clothes.


The Rambla began as a small stream, a seasonal river whose channel was used in the dry season as a roadway. In the fourteenth century as the city grew it was included within new walls, and then in the eighteenth century the stream was diverted and became the street which Federico García Lorca hoped would go on for ever. Some of the buildings are from the eighteenth century: the Virreina Palace, near the market, was built in the 1770s, as was the Casa March, further down on the other side. But most date from the nineteenth century, including the Liceu Opera House, which was built in 1847, re-built after a fire in 1861, and re-built after another fire in 2000.


A few of the buildings were constructed in the style for which the city later became famous: using tiles, mosaics and floral motifs, mixing medieval images with the idioms of the Art Nouveau movement, with decoration and colour on the outside of buildings. L’Antiga Casa Figueres, for example, was first built in 1902, and is now restored and again in use as a cake shop.


Across the road one of the banks has bought and restored L’Antiga Botiga Bruno Cuadros, finished in 1885 with all the elaborate colour and subtle decoration of its original pastiche Japanese style. But these buildings stand out on the Rambla; by the time serious money was available for building in Barcelona, the Rambla had ceased to be fashionable, and was replaced by the Rambla de Catalunya and the Passeig de Gràcia.


The atmosphere changes once you pass the Opera House and the coloured tiles designed by Miró into the more stable and solid world of the flower-sellers. People walk differently, the clothes are smarter, no one wonders if you are easy prey. It is relaxed, as you walk past the bird-sellers’ stalls, towards the Plaça de Catalunya.


As always, there was a queue that Sunday outside Agut, the restaurant behind the Passeig de Colom on Carrer Gignàs. It would be three o’clock before he could give us a table, the owner told us at half-past one. I put my name down and told him we would be back, having agreed with my companions that it would be worth the wait.


The owner is young, but he is earnest and grave; he takes his role seriously. In 1976, when I first went to his restaurant, his father was in control. His father’s comportment has been described by John McGahern in a story called The Beginning of an Idea: ‘the jefe who watched for the slightest carelessness, the red and white towel on his shoulder like an epaulet’.


By three o’clock there was a large crowd outside Agut; everybody seemed to believe that they were next in line and each time the owner came and called out a name from his list there were sighs and moans of hunger and desperation from everybody else. Eventually it was our turn. As we sat down the couple at the next table were having a dessert of lemon sorbet with champagne poured all over it. The food looked good, the people animated and content, the waiters constantly bringing more wine and shouting orders into the kitchen.


The fare was traditionally Catalan. Agut’s escalibada was particularly good: onions and green and red peppers roasted on the outside and then peeled and soaked in oil. The free-range chicken cooked with prawns came next in an old-fashioned ceramic dish, followed by profiteroles for dessert.


As it approached five o’clock there was a sense of hurry in the restaurant, a sense of expectation. Notices all over the centre of the city announced the correfoc for seven o’clock, encouraging people to wear old clothes and headgear, and asking those who lived along the route through which the devils and dragons would pass not to throw water on the participants. ‘Respect the devils and the dragons,’ one sign read. These had been put up by the authorities.


The festival had begun on Friday with a speech by José Carreras, fireworks over the Town Hall and concerts in the old city squares at ten o’clock. Maria del Mar Bonet, who in the 1970s had written one of the classic songs in Catalan against Franco’s police, who had been arrested and held under the old regime, was now being paid by the municipality to sing in front of the floodlit Cathedral, its spiky façade dramatic against the clear sky. She sang in Catalan, medieval songs of the troubadours, songs from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and then her own songs, songs about love and friendship and her native island of Majorca. I looked up once, distracted by something in the sky, and saw a seagull, flying towards the Cathedral spire and hovering there in the floodlight, holding its wings perfectly still. It wavered there for so long that everybody began to notice it, and a small cry went up from the crowd.


On Saturday, in the late afternoon, the giants did their dance through the centre of the old city to the beat of drums. Every village and every district of the city kept its own giants and some took them to Barcelona for this festival. The giants’ faces were wonderfully made, perfectly still and serene as they were marched through the streets: kings, queens, Moors, pirates, harvesters, noblemen, noblewomen, all of them more than fifteen feet tall, doing twirls and running for a stretch and then standing still so the small human carrying their weight could have a rest and a replacement could take over.


Sunday night was the highlight. Sunday night was going to be rough. You might get pushed and knocked over, or badly burned by the fireworks which would be attached to the dragons and the devils. The clock had been put back on Saturday night and by half past six, as the crowds went towards the Plaça de Sant Jaume, darkness was already falling.


The square had been fitted out with overhead cables laden with fireworks; in front of the entrance to the Town Hall a huge devil had been built of more fireworks. There were some old people in the square, and young children sat high on their parents’ shoulders, but most of the people in the square were young, boys and girls in large groups, hats on their heads to protect themselves from the sparks, handkerchiefs at the ready to protect their lungs from the sulphurous fumes.


Five to seven: we waited close to the edge of things, away from the real centre of danger, not far from the van which the Red Cross had driven into the square. It was dusk now, and at seven it began: the whole square became a mass of bangs and small explosions, a line of fireworks caught and the noise zipped over our heads with a spray of sparks. The devil in front of the Town Hall lit up as though an electric shock had gone through it. And five minutes later it was over – the square was in darkness, the first bangs and thrills finished. Now it was time for the parade.


For one moment during the fireworks when the sound of the explosions was echoing against the old walls of the Plaça de Sant Jaume, I remembered the last time I had heard this square reverberate with explosions. In the years immediately after Franco died this was one of the places where the demonstrators would gather, and this was where the police would come in jeeploads, complete with batons and rubber-bullet guns and other weapons. I remembered this square in 1976 and 1977, the huge crowds gathering in front of the Town Hall, calling for amnesty, for liberty, for autonomy, the Communists, the Socialists and the Nationalists all united in shouting the same slogans. I remembered how frightened we were when the police would charge into the square wielding their batons, how everyone would rush to one of the exits only to find it blocked and then panic and rush towards another. I remembered one Sunday evening in 1977, how I kept looking behind me as I ran down towards Via Laietana and noticed that two policemen had fixed on me and were making ground. I darted towards Sant Just, and waited there, shaking with fear. I remembered another bright evening when I saw a circle of policemen in the square beating a young girl with batons, hitting her hard, with passion and temper, over and over. We all stood at a safe distance wondering what to do, no one brave enough to intervene.


During all the years of Franco’s reign and for two years afterwards a plaque remained on the wall to the right of the huge door of the Town Hall, telling the citizens of Barcelona that ‘La Guerra Ha Terminado’ – the Civil War had ended and the ‘red army’ had been defeated. Out of this very door, as we stood in the square fifty years later, now came dragons of all shapes and sizes, as though emerging from the jaws of death, breathing fire and making their way across the square. Sometimes they lunged into the crowd, who shrieked in terror and pushed back to avoid the flame. Gangs of youths then ran at the monsters as though to attack them, and tried to hold them back as the devil or dragon attempted to get by. Each time a new fiery monster appeared another mock feud broke out. Soon we became braver and moved towards the centre where we could watch each demon emerge, some of them huge and scaly, others multi-coloured with fierce faces out of comic books. We left ourselves room to run if one of these decided to come after us.


One by one they came out, a procession of horrible and grotesque creatures. Their minders, holders and protectors were armed with sacks of fireworks and were prepared to stop without any notice, fix new petards into their launchers and let them loose on the unsuspecting and excitable crowd. The procession was to end at Passeig de Colom, and at nine o’clock the last big display of fireworks would be shot into the air at the statue of Columbus to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the parade. This parade had begun in 1979, just as the city was getting on its feet again after the long rule of the old dictator.


When all the monsters had emerged we walked down and met the parade again at Passeig de Colom. Here the youth of the city came into their own; groups of them stood under buildings imploring people on the balconies to throw water down on them. ‘Aigua! Aigua!’ they roared in Catalan and shouted with joy as bucketfuls of water were flung all over them. Others ran over to join the lucky ones who had found a willing balcony and they all revelled in the showers of cold water.


They were now attacking the devils and dragons with greater ferocity, and trying to impede the progress of those who carried the fireworks. But the parade was still making its way towards the statue at the bottom of the Rambla without much trouble, until they started to sit down in front of it shouting in Catalan ‘no passareu, no passareu’, meaning ‘you will not pass’. The torchbearers attacked them with their sparks and battles broke out, but these were mock battles: not once did anyone lose his temper or hit an opponent. Eventually, they were moved in time for the demons to get through to the statue of Columbus and see the fireworks shoot over the city.


The music started at ten. For the third night in a row bands played in the old squares and up on the hill of Montjuic which overlooked the port. There were crowds on the Rambla now, pouring down into the metro, or walking up towards the Plaça de Catalunya, just sauntering, idling, waiting for the concerts to begin.


To the right was the Plaça Reial; the much-maligned Plaça Reial, reputed to be the source of all the crime now in the city centre, the place where the handbag-snatchers and the dope dealers hang out, the square where tourists and thieves and touts meet, but which respectable natives of the city stay away from. The square was built in a French neo-classical style between 1848 and 1860; in 1879 Antoni Gaudí designed the lamps in the centre, one of his first commissions. A fountain has been added, and there are tall palm trees. On sunny winter mornings – the winter sky is usually clear and sunny in Barcelona – the square can be very beautiful and in the summer you can drink beer and eat tapas until after two in the morning. But still, the place is seedy. In the early 1980s the municipality tried to clean up the square and they have been doing so ever since, without much success. Then the authorities began to put on jazz concerts on a Sunday night; a trendy architect did up the buildings, and writers and singers were reputedly about to move into the square at any moment. Yet none of this has had the slightest impact on the indigenous population of the square, who haven’t changed much since 1975. You still have to watch yourself there, and it seems that nothing will ever change in the Plaça Reial.


Yet on that Sunday night of the Mercè festival every seat at every outside bar was taken. For once the plan was working: the middle classes were sitting comfortably in the Plaça Reial. The waiter brought us glasses of beer, squid deep fried in batter and slices of lemon. All around us were Catalan voices. The same Catalans who had abandoned the Plaça Reial to the foreigners and the outsiders were back tonight, back in the downtown that they had learned to fear. This fear had been born not just in previous years when the sale of heroin had become rampant in the area, but in the years after the Cuban War at the end of the nineteenth century when there was desperate poverty; the years after the First World War when there was enormous unemployment and unrest; and the years of the Civil War, when the Anarchists held the city centre.


That Sunday night the Catalans were in the Plaça de Sant Jaume too, dancing to a band playing Viennese waltzes. There were more old people here; each generation seemed to have found its level on the last night of the festival. In the Plaça del Rei around the corner the music was more modern and cool, and this was where the fashionable people were, the people who would later move on to the fast-lane nightclubs, now standing in the fourteenth-century square swaying slightly to the music.


A bar on the corner, an old bar with upstairs windows overlooking the square, was half-empty now, although it was a hot night and the square outside was full. Catalans and the citizens of Barcelona in general have very little interest in alcohol, will seldom have more than one drink in a bar, and will often nurse a Coca-Cola for an entire evening.


All over the city the music went on. On Friday night 180,000 people had gone to the free rock concert on Montjuic and tonight there were 100,000 people up there again; earlier, an estimated 100,000 had watched the dragons and devils on the correfoc, and the same number of children had taken part in various events in the city over the weekend, all the events being paid for by the Town Hall. There had been no arrests, no fights. The city was stable now, at peace. The squares were full of people as midnight approached. Barcelona was having a good time.
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The Gothic Quarter


The Gothic quarter is still dark now, and quiet. It is always quiet at night: you can hear only the hum of traffic in the distance and the soft noises which pigeons make as they settle in. Its topography is intricate. The dim light comes from old lamps high up on the walls. You can linger here at night, in the strange heart of the city, and wander undisturbed through this maze of grey stone. You can sit on the long stone bench in the Plaça de Sant Iu opposite one of the side doors to the Cathedral or on the steps of the Plaça del Rei, where Christopher Columbus, according to legend, was received by Ferdinand and Isabella when he returned from his voyage in 1493.


It is ironic that Columbus should have been received in Barcelona, and doubly ironic that his statue overlooks the port from its high pedestal – Columbus’ discovery of the New World meant that Barcelona would never recover its power as a port, though its decline had begun almost a century earlier; his return was merely the last ring in its death-knell.


There is a rawness about some of the old buildings, each single stone bears a different texture, has weathered in a different way. It is easy to get an idea of the stonemason at work, to see how each stone has been cut and placed. The streets are so narrow that you are constantly aware of the stone, and not just its roughness, but its force and its power as well – because the Gothic quarter of Barcelona is not a crumbling set of medieval buildings, or old ruins being shored up and restored: the buildings are towering and strong, solid and immovable, monuments to the science and skill of the architect as well as to the art of the builder. There is a crude and forceful energy at work all over the Gothic quarter.


Barcelona is the only city in the world whose centre looks like this. It is the only city in the world which was powerful during the fourteenth century and not afterwards. There are only a few buildings from the sixteenth century here, buildings such as the Arxiu de la Corona d’Aragó in the Plaça del Rei. There was no widening of the streets to make way for new thoroughfares and more opulent palaces. Only later in the nineteenth century did they create a vista in front of the Cathedral, or build the few straight streets which cut through the old city, most of which was thus left intact and still stands in its dark medieval splendour.


But it is not a museum. Three of the Gothic churches are still used: Sant Just (1342–1363); Santa Maria del Mar (1329–1383) and Santa Maria del Pi (1306–1391). The Cathedral, begun in 1298, is constantly in use for Mass and prayer. Only the church of Santa Llúcia (1257–1368), beside the Cathedral, has the air of a church more honoured by tourism than by religious observance, and Santa Àgata in the Plaça del Rei (1302–1311) has long been a museum.


Similarly, the Gothic buildings associated with civil and mercantile power are still in daily use: the Catalan Government operates from the Palau de la Generalitat, which was begun in 1403; the city authorities run Barcelona from the Casa de la Ciutat, begun in 1373. The Stock Exchange still conducts its august daily affairs in the Llotja, begun in 1352. During the morning, the old city is full of buskers and businessmen, strollers and civil servants, in this fourteenth century city there is movement, activity, commerce all day.


The museum city, the site of the Roman city Barcino, is underneath the Gothic quarter. Traces of the Roman walls, built at the end of the third century, run through the Gothic quarter like a seam, appearing, for example, in the Plaça Ramon Berenguer off Via Laietana, again inside the Museu Marés in Carrer dels Comtes, where other Roman remains are on show, visible once more inside a shop on Carrer del Call, in a cheap restaurant at the back of the Plaça Reial, emerging elsewhere in small snatches on Carrer de la Palla and the Museu de la Historia de la Ciutat under the Plaça del Rei – where the old city is preserved in situ, complete with streets, walls of houses, mosaics, and jars for holding oil. Barcino was never an important centre of population such as Tarragona was. The area within the walls was small and made up of a considerable number of public buildings and monuments, dominated by the Temple of Augustus. It was, historians maintain, not so much a Roman settlement as a centre of government. Its remains, such as the three monumental columns surviving from the Temple of Augustus in the Centre d’Escursionistes de Catalunya in Carrer de Paradi´s, off the Plaça Sant Jaume, linger under the real city, but almost nothing is left from the period of the Visigoths, nor from the Moors, and very little from the Romanesque period. The only real ancient past was the Roman one, and that came to an end at the beginning of the fifth century.


The Moors had an impact, however, on the general history of Catalonia. It was the Moors who caused the Catalans to approach Charlemagne in the early eighth century and put themselves under his protection and in his power. The Chronicle of the Abbey of Moissac described how ‘the inhabitants of the famous city of Barcelona, fleeing the cruel yoke of the enemies of Christ, approached us and freely gave or ceded their city to our authority’. So began what is known as the Marca hispánica, the Spanish March, which comprised territory on both sides of the Pyrenees, including Roussillon and Cerdagne, in what later became France, as well as Urgel, Besalú, Barcelona, Girona, Osona, and Empúries on the southern side of the Pyrenees in what would become Spain. With the help of the Franks, Girona was re-captured from the Moors in 785 and Barcelona in 801. Over the next hundred years, as Charlemagne’s Empire weakened, Catalonia was to become increasingly self-reliant, with Barcelona as its capital and the Count of Barcelona as its overlord. By the end of the tenth century the Counts of Barcelona were, in the words of one historian, ‘sovereigns in their own land’, and by the end of the eleventh century Rome was persuaded to remove the Frankish control over the church in Catalonia, thus further consolidating its independence.


More than a hundred years later, by the time Jaume I came to the throne, the House of Barcelona had incorporated the poorer region of Aragon, and Catalonia had given up hope of expanding north to Provence, setting its sights on the Mediterranean. Jaume I took Majorca from the Moors in 1229 and also took possession of the other Balearic Islands, later taking Valencia as well. Catalonia’s Golden Age was about to begin.


Jaume married his son Pere to Constance, heiress to the throne of Sicily. In 1282 Sicily was captured by Catalans, Constantinople was taken by Catalan mercenaries in 1303, Athens and Thebes in 1310, Corsica in 1323, Sardinia in 1324 and finally Naples in 1423. There were Catalan consulates in all the Mediterranean ports and market places. ‘Catalan merchants,’ wrote Jan Read in The Catalans, ‘rivalled those of Genoa and Venice in the traffic of spices from Alexandria, and her sailors ranged from the Sea of Azov to England and Flanders.’


‘From here we governed Athens’, Jordi Pujol, President of the autonomous Catalan Government, proudly told an audience in the spring of 1988. ‘And the Barcelona pound was one of the strongest currencies in the Mediterranean, then the centre of the European world. It was the culmination of a splendid period.’


‘The industrial development of the country kept pace with its commerce,’ Josep Trueta wrote in The Spirit of Catalonia. ‘Iron works and textile factories reached a high degree of efficiency. Agreements with Flanders, Italy and England on the trade in wool, dyes and textiles were among the bases of material prosperity.’


But just as the fourteenth century was coming to a close, things changed in Catalonia. In 1381 a number of private banks collapsed in Barcelona and within a few years the golden florin, introduced in 1346, had gone down in value by seventy-five per cent. ‘The Catalan economy,’ Jordi Pujol told his audience, ‘entered a crisis. And during that final part of the fourteenth century all of Catalonia began to fall apart. And this was how we entered a deep decadence which lasted centuries. The point arrived when Catalonia seemed dead.’


By the end of the fifteenth century, when Ferdinand and Isabella were ruling Spain, when the Moors (and the Jews) had been expelled, the Atlantic route would replace the Mediterranean as the highway of trade. Catalonia had no part in the Atlantic route; its brief flowering was over.


The city of Barcelona was left with two things: its solid, austere, stone buildings, mostly built in the fourteenth century, which would form its core, and a tradition of progress and freedom far in advance of the country which would now come to rule over it. The English writer, Richard Ford, writing in 1880, described the situation: ‘The Catalonians, under the Aragonese kings, during the thirteenth century, took the lead in maritime conquests and jurisprudence, nor was trade ever thought to be a degradation until the province was annexed to the proud Castile, when the first heavy blow was dealt to its prosperity.’


This feeling that as intellectuals, humanists, inventors, writers and entrepreneurs they had risen above Spain would never leave Catalan consciousness. They came to believe that they had not been simply sailors, but cartographers as well; not merely writers but book collectors and translators; not only merchants and builders, but men of culture, who sought to impose order, peace and a system of law in place of darkness, chaos and piracy. They were, they believed, modern; while Spain was medieval.


Catalonia never had a king; it was ruled by the Counts of Barcelona, who in 1068, a hundred and fifty years before the Magna Carta, codified the law into usatges which dealt with the rights and duties of the sovereign. The usatges later became part of the nationalist dream which saw this early definition of rights as the beginning of the tradition of individual freedom of which the Catalans claim part.


The book – El Libre del Consolat del Mar – which governed the international law of the sea was originally written in Catalan. Other institutions such as the early parliaments (‘This was the first democratic parliament in Europe,’ the guide in the Consell de Cent building told me in 1988), the medieval universities and the legal systems haunted Catalonia over the next several centuries as a national identity began to take shape. In Catalonia even in the twentieth century this sense of past greatness lingers, and the idea that Catalonia was once part of a great European tradition of learning and innovation has left its traces in the minds and hearts of the Catalans. Thus, in the dark days after the Civil War, when the Catalan surgeon Josep Trueta was in exile in Oxford, his book The Spirit of Catalonia concentrated on this tradition, the life of the mind in medieval Catalonia, the great beginnings of a nation. ‘For the sake of all nations,’ he concluded, ‘and especially of Spain, one may utter the fervent hope that Catalonia is witnessing the end of her tragic interlude.’


The life of Catalonia was to include several tragic interludes. In 1624 the King’s Chief Minister, Olivares, wrote his famous memorandum which said: ‘The most important thing in Your Majesty’s Monarchy is for you to become King of Spain . . . [you] should secretly plan and work to reduce these kingdoms of which Spain is composed to the style and laws of Castile.’ Castilian imperialism had begun. Catalonia gained nothing from the War of the Reapers (1640-1652), which began as a peasants’ insurrection but ended as a war over Catalonia’s control of its own territory. By the terms of the subsequent Treaty of the Pyrenees, Catalonia lost its lands on the northern side of the Pyrenees to France, although they remained – and to some extent still remain  Catalan-speaking.


The Catalans also lost the War of the Spanish Succession. The siege of Barcelona lasted for a year and two months, ending on 11 September 1714 when all symbols of the Catalans’ former autonomy were destroyed. The university was closed, all books published in Catalonia were burned, writing and teaching in Catalan was forbidden, nine hundred houses and eleven churches were pulled down by the victorious forces of Philip V and the Ciutadella fortress (now a park) was built. Civil servants were exhorted to ‘take the greatest care in introducing the Spanish language, in which cause the most discreet and disguised ploys will be used, so that the effect though not the intention may be noted.’ Catalonia was now part of Spain.


Those two events – the War of the Reapers and the War of the Spanish Succession – became central to the mythology of Catalan nationalism. The first gave Catalonia its national anthem which opens: ‘Triumphant Catalonia will once more become rich and full’ and is called after the Reapers (Els Segadors) who came to Barcelona seeking their rights in 1640. The chorus, sung with the right hand raised, can be translated as ‘A good blow of a scythe, defenders of the land’.


The ending of the siege of Barcelona in 1714 gave the city its Diada, its national day, 11 September, whose celebration was consistently banned. In 1976 Franco had been dead almost a year when the day of the Diada loomed; permission was sought for a demonstration, and was withheld until late on the evening of 10 September. On the morning of 11 September 1976 the recently-published Catalan newspaper Avui confirmed the news: the Diada could be celebrated for the first time since the Civil War, not in the city, however, but in a suburb called Sant Boi, also the traditional seat of Barcelona’s mental hospital.


Tots a Sant Boi, the slogans appeared all over the city. There were thousands of people there that day, some of them waving Catalan flags for the first time in forty years, others for the first time in their lives. They called for autonomy and liberty, they called for the return of their old rights. But more than anything, they sang Els Segadors, the banned national anthem. They sang it with vigour and fervour and fire in their eyes. And when the chorus came, they clenched their right fists and raised them to the sky.


Bon cop de falç, defensors de la terra, bon cop de falç.


It was clear that day that Catalan feeling had not died, nor fallen into the hands of hooligans or Anarchists. These were middle-class people, law-abiding, hard-working, respectable, who had kept quiet during the years of the dictatorship. It was clear, too, that the classical paraphernalia of nationalism could still wield power: the date, 11 September, the date of the Catalans’ final defeat; the song, Els Segadors, commemorating a Catalan rising against Castile; the flags, four bars of red against gold, signifying four rays of blood made with four fingers placed into the heart of a dying Catalan warrior during the distant but tangible past. That day the forceful symbolism of Catalan nationalism made itself manifest again in the outskirts of the city.


*


In 1908 as part of the general reform of the city, Via Laietana was cut through the old quarter, right down through it like a huge tear in a delicate cloth. The new buildings were ugly, functional, overbearing, like the street itself, which carried traffic between uptown and the port, and opened up a view of the hills above the city from the medieval quarter.


The old city had been added to all the time, piecemeal, palaces appearing beside tenements, cobbled streets curling and winding, districts full of blind alleyways and arches. Now, however, with the right-angles of Via Laietana, there was order. Whole streets and squares were removed to make way for this new stretch of progress. Old photographs survive, and old names: Carrer de Jupi, Carrer del Bon Dia, Carrer del Oli, but now the old quarter of the city had been cut in two. Several buildings deemed to be important were removed stone by stone and reconstructed, including the Casa Padellas in the Plaça del Rei and the Museum of Shoes building in the Plaça de Sant Felip Neri.


In the area on one side of the new street you have the majestic buildings of the fourteenth century: the Cathedral, Sant Just, Plaça Sant Jaume, Santa Maria del Pi. On the other side are the Church of Santa Maria del Mar and the medieval palaces on Carrer de Montcada, and all around them old streets crammed with humble buildings, five and six storeys high, built mostly in the eighteenth century, but maintaining remnants of earlier houses and streets from as early as the thirteenth century.


If the Gothic quarter, the area around the Cathedral, is the heart of the city, then these small streets on the other side of Via Laietana are its mind, just as the Rambla is its central nervous system. They are corridors, caverns and passageways, called after the old trades: Carrer Corretgers, for example, was the street of the belt-makers, Carrer Flasserders was the street of the blanket-makers, Carrer Assaonadors the street of the spice-makers. The streets are noisy and busy, the side streets full of small artisan shops making furniture or mattresses, cutting glass, or repairing electrical goods. The main streets, Carrer Carders, for example, or Sant Pere més Baix, are full of shoppers from early in the morning, and, twice a day, full of school-children coming and going.


During the past ten years a few fashionable bars have opened in the area around Santa Maria del Mar, in the streets around Carrer de Montcada; a few yuppies have moved in, but not many. The area is still mainly working class, as it was at the time when the Anarchists were strong in the city. For most Catalans, it is too seedy, too down-at-heel. You don’t live there unless you have to. So on Sunday morning you can wander around the Plaça de Sant Agustí Vell, the old crumbling square at the end of Carrer Carders, you can sit on one of the seats there, or at the outside tables at Bar Joanet, or inside the Bar Mundial, one of the best places for seafood in the city, and you can watch the people of old Barcelona on a day off, a living community within the old quarter which has not yet been gentrified.


However, the area itself contains its own gentry, often in the most unlikely places. I was invited to lunch one day by Catalan friends who lived in one of the streets around Santa Maria del Mar. The street was narrow and dark, the doorway of the house was depressingly drab, the stairway was narrow. But inside there were chandeliers and broad windows, books everywhere, old paintings, old furniture, large rooms. There was even a servant.


The most imposing street is Carrer de Montcada, which houses the one-time palaces of the merchant princes, where building after building exudes that rough, strong style so common in the city, where the stone seems gnarled in texture, yet enduring and imposing. Most of the palaces were built between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. All of them have stone courtyards, with stone stairs rising to the main living quarters; all of them have been remodelled at various times, but they are built in that grey, tapestried stone which characterizes Barcelona. All of them, too, have old wooden gates, crusted with the centuries, guarding the courtyards from the street. To walk down there – the Picasso Museum is there, as is the Galeria Maeght – is to walk through the world of the medieval merchants, who built the Stock Exchange and the shipyards, the men who made their money from import and export.


To walk on further is to remain in their world. The Casa Meca on the Passeig del Born, although it has been refurbished on the inside, still has all the appearance of a fourteenth-century palace, with its gallery on the top floor and its arched windows, its solid stone, its stately presence on the wide, comfortable boulevard, which leads from the back of the Church of Santa Maria del Mar to the restored nineteenth-century market building. This is the rich core of the old quarter; all around it, however, are the artisan houses, narrow alleyways where washing hangs out to dry on the balconies. This quarter was built before the rich and the poor saw fit to move apart, into their own particular ghettos.


In the late 1970s it was almost impossible to rent a flat down here. Ten years later it was easier, ten years later it seemed that more and more foreigners were moving into the little streets around Santa Maria del Mar. Miracles happened. Friends of mine were loath at first to look at a flat on offer in one of the tiny streets between Carrer Carders and Carrer Assaonadors; the atmosphere seemed too dangerous and claustrophobic. You could put your hand across the street and pat your opposite neighbour on the head. What they were shown into, however, turned out to be the top two floors of a small eighteenth-century palace, complete with patio and two large balconies, with all the back rooms bright and beautifully furnished, everything tastefully restored and in working order. At the end of 1988 the rent was less than three hundred pounds a month.


By day the old area of Barcelona is bustling, full of shouting, hammering, drilling and shutters being pulled up and down. You listen out for sounds. If you want a replacement gas cylinder you wait for the sound of the delivery man hitting a cylinder with a piece of metal in the street. One flat where I lived had no door-bells, which is common in old Barcelona, and since I lived on the fifth floor I knew that five hammering sounds against the front door meant that I had a caller. There was no other way of getting through.


By night it is quiet. Once off the main streets you hardly meet anybody. When winter comes, and the darkness settles down on the city by half-past five or six, there is a special pleasure in wandering around, knowing that the old buildings are still open and that you can turn into the back door of Santa Maria del Mar from the end of Carrer de Montcada and suddenly catch sight of the interior of the church: the rising columns, that thin, stately, Gothic purity, the sheer beauty of its plainness. All the roughness of the outside has been transformed now into perfection. Its simplicity is the result not merely of the architects’ design (Berenguer de Montagut, Ramon Despuig, Guillem Metge) but also of the Anarchists gutting the building in the anti-clerical purges of 1909 and 1936, and burning everything they could get their hands on.


In 1936, however, the Anarchists left Barcelona Cathedral alone as well as the monastery at Pedralbes, believing that they were of superior artistic value. The Cathedral is thus clogged up with a choir in the centre which obscures the monumental sweep of its columns. It is a shock to come into the Cathedral because the façade, built at the end of the nineteenth century, has none of the ruggedness of the usual Catalan Gothic style. It is spiky and pointy, over-rich, over-endowed with statues and ornaments. George Orwell, when he was in the city during the Civil War, took a real dislike to the façade, and suggested that the Anarchists had made a mistake in sparing it. It gives the impression that the Cathedral inside will be showy and baroque, so you are not prepared for the cool, sombre, shadowy building within, for its height, its strength and force, for the understatement of its colours, for its sombre atmosphere. The vegetation in the middle of the cloisters is lush and overgrown in the summer; all the year round a noisy flock of geese keep guard there, underlining the importance of this place, which was begun at the end of the thirteenth century on the site of a Romanesque church, added to throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and is still standing now, immense, high-toned, solid, the most imposing monument in the old city.


You can move throughout the old city watching how the styles emerged, how the multi-faceted columns of the Llotja, the Stock Exchange, make it look like a church taken over by the forces of Mammon, more like a Gothic cathedral than a centre of commerce. You can examine the pastiche Gothic archway between the Generalitat building and the President’s palace on Carrer del Bisbe which appears on all the postcards. Although it was built in 1928, it fits in well, perhaps too well, with its surroundings.


The real Catalan Gothic is so plain and unadorned that it is hardly open to pastiche. It can be found in the square façade and the ornate rose-window of Santa Maria del Pi, just off the Rambla. But the pinnacle of the Catalan tradition in architecture comes not in haunting, spiky building, but in the making of curves, in the round soft arches of the late fourteenth-century city. Elements of these appear in the Cathedral and in Santa Maria del Mar. The best examples, however, can be found in secular buildings such as Sala Tinell, in the Plaça del Rei, now an exhibition centre, held up by a set of graceful and wonderfully proportioned wide stone arches. These can be seen again in the Consell de Cent in the Town Hall buildings in the Plaça Sant Jaume. They lack opulence and drama, they have no medieval splendour nor any sense of pageantry about them. They were built to stand.


So too were the arches in the Drassanes, the Barcelona shipyard, at the bottom of the Rambla, built in 1375. There is nothing crumbling about the arches, the stonework, the steps, nor the span of the roof. The span of each arch, and the way it was constructed was, for its time, new, a part of Barcelona’s contribution to the development of architecture.


The arches appear again in the old hospital of Santa Creu, on Carrer Carme, which is now the National Library. It is cool in the summer. Soft shadows are cast by the rough-cut stone. Like the Stock Exchange, it is filled with old nineteenth-century furniture and fittings. With its spareness and greyness, its high ceilings with their gradual curves, it is a perfect place to read, and a great example of what was known as la volta catalana, which architects (including Le Corbusier) would come to study in the twentieth century.


In front of the Cathedral on Saturday evenings at seven, the Catalans dance sardanes, their national dance. They join hands and form a circle, placing their bags or coats in the middle. The eleven-man wind orchestra sits on chairs on the steps of the Cathedral with the music in front of them, all sober-looking men. The music, when it begins, could be café music. It is light-hearted, occasionally shrill, becoming jolly; but always, after a short time, a melancholy tone will enter into the soul of the music, one of the reed instruments will soar, playing a tune which is plaintive and thin, and then it will fade, re-appear and fade.


The dance is graceful and slow. It looks easy until you try it. John Langdon Davies wrote a whole book about it in 1929 called Dancing Catalans. ‘The music goes on,’ he wrote, ‘sometimes grave and gentle, later becoming cheerful and faster.’ He understood, too, its political overtones, quoting Enric Morera: ‘The sardana is Catalonia’, and Aureli Capmany: ‘To dance the sardana imperfectly is to commit a sin against art; it is to insult Catalonia.’ It took Langdon Davies a seven-page appendix to describe the intricacies of the steps.


The dancers in front of the Cathedral are divided into the young and the old. The old people, who appear to be in their late seventies or even older, take it easy, join hands and do the steps more slowly than the young. Each group has a leader who shouts out instructions. Everyone is serious and intent. Although each girl has a boy on either side and vice versa, there is nothing sexual about the choreography of the sardana; it remains deeply demure, despite the rise and fall of the women’s breasts.


If it is the winter, the façade of the Cathedral is floodlit. On one side at right-angles stands the Casa de la Canonja from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, opposite the Casa de l’Ardiaca from the same period. Behind is the Hotel Colon and the architects’ building with Picasso’s murals of the sardana on the façade.


Suddenly there is a lift in the dance. The music becomes louder and more joyful. You watch the faces of the old people, knowing that in the years after the Civil War, when they were in their twenties and thirties, this dance was banned by Franco. ‘Amunt,’ somebody shouts and the dancers begin to soar. The young in their circle have the energy for it. They fly, carefully preserving the grace and sweetness that they have built up. The music rises above the square, loud and full of joy, and the dancers go with it until it comes to an end. ‘Visca!’ they shout together as the last note plays.
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