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Abstract

In Catalonia, the historiography of the Romanesque started a full half-century later than the earliest European move-
ments, particularly in France. This historiography manifested itself with studies that helped to understand, classify and 
compare the movement to other architectures, with restoration and the protection of monuments, as well as with new 
architectures that harked back to the mediaeval past. Elies Rogent (1821-1897), Lluís Domènech i Montaner (1850-1923) 
and Josep Puig i Cadafalch (1867-1956) were the pioneers in these studies.

This article considers the most pressing issues today and takes part in the current debates on Catalan religious Roman-
esque architecture. The complex containing the former church see in Egara, now Terrassa, which was recently excavated, 
is a prime example. The article shall also analyse the issue of the earliest Romanesque art in the 11th century, compare the 
monastic churches in Ripoll and Cuixà, present new studies on the cathedrals in La Seu d’Urgell, Girona and Vic, and 
consider interesting problems involving architecture and liturgy, the still undefined transition from the 11th to 13th cen-
tury and the late Romanesque-style architecture from the 12th to 13th centuries, when Gothic architecture had already 
taken root in northern France.
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During the second half of the 20th century, Catalan Ro-
manesque architecture, just like Romanesque architectu-
re in other Western European countries, had suffered 
from the often negative result of its own success, from 
mass tourism and from the nationalistic tone with which 
the nations of today have aimed to imbue Romanesque.1 
The literature is extensive, in Catalonia as well.2 Today, 
however, new studies are reviving the discipline both mo-
nographically and thematically.3

The Romanesque is the art that dates from the feudal pe-
riod between approximately the 10th and 13th centuries. 
The term is conventional and was coined during the 19th 
century when it was believed that Romanesque art derived 
purely and simply from Roman art. Pre-Romanesque or 
proto-Romanesque art, early Romanesque art, Second Ro-
manesque art and late Romanesque art are all terms that 
conventionally define the evolution of the style.4

The history of architectural restoration is an essential 
part of the history of Romanesque architecture. We do not 
see Romanesque monuments the way they were in the 
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Middle Ages; rather we see them as they have been shaped 
by the different restorers from the 19th century until to-
day. What prevails is the wholly erroneous idea of a black 
and white Romanesque church, utterly empty and bare, as 
if the goal was to encourage visitors to only look at the 
stones on the wall one by one. The stripping of the decora-
tion and later additions, the result of post-Vatican II litur-
gical dictates and the taste for monumental bareness, as 
well as photographic reproductions in black and white, 
photogravures, have contributed to giving us an erroneous 
idea of Romanesque art as bereft of colour. Back in the late 
19th century, Elies Rogent had imagined the Romanesque 
basilica in Ripoll totally polychromed. Perhaps his insight 
will be recognised one day and the basilica that he restored 
will be painted once again. Taste evolves, and we must im-
agine that Catalan Romanesque church architecture will 
once again boast those coats of striking colours that totally 
blanketed them in the Middle Ages through the actions of 
restorers or the creativity of new artists.5

In Catalonia, the historiography of the Romanesque 
started a full half-century later than the earliest European 
movements, particularly in France. In the first third of the 
19th century, the taste for the Gothic, which is synony-
mous with a return to the Middle Ages, triggered greater 
awareness of the mediaeval monuments from which the 

001-164 Catalan Historical 4 (Eng).indd   27 15/09/11   17:47



28   Cat. Hist. Rev. 4, 2011 Xavier Barral i Altet

architectures that harked back to the mediaeval past with 
designs for religious buildings constructed in the neo-
mediaeval style and blithe restorations of monuments in 
ruins.8

But the architects who have restored and reconstructed 
have sometimes also contributed to creating supposed re-
gional Romanesque styles which have often served as the 
cornerstone for veritable theories.9

Elies Rogent (1821-1897), Lluís Domènech i Montaner 
(1850-1923) and Josep Puig i Cadafalch (1867-1956) were 
the pioneers of the modern study of religious architecture 
from the Catalan Romanesque.10 They were also the ones 
who restored and reconstructed Romanesque architec-
ture and who studied, classified and theorised about the 
Catalan Romanesque. These three architects, each in his 
day, were also the authors of an important written oeuvre, 
often erudite, while at the same time as architects they 
participated in constructing new architectures at the serv-
ice of the mediaeval past, reinventing the style.

In order to understand our vision of Catalan religious 
Romanesque architecture at the start of the early 21st cen-
tury, we should examine Rogent’s intervention in the ba-
silica in Ripoll. This prominent architect had gotten his 
training in contact with the erudition of France and Ger-
many, and he concurred with Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s 

Romanesque drew. This re-encounter with the national 
origins associated with the Romantic movement and ex-
perienced in every European state led to greater knowl-
edge of the past, the study of this past and systematic cam-
paigns to conserve remnants of the Middle Ages.6

During the 19th century, the return to the Middle Ages 
and the rediscovery of a national past – different to the 
one that Rome had disseminated – signalled a reassess-
ment of the very origins of Catalonia at a time when Ro-
mantic, literary and artistic movements were coming 
alive. This return to the Middle Ages was voluntarily con-
ditioned by nationalistic positions which tended to pro-
vide every state with specific powerful and sovereign ori-
gins, consequently differentiating them from their 
neighbouring states. People were not content to simply 
underscore these differences; rather they also sought to 
demonstrate the greater importance of Romanesque art 
in their own state compared to their neighbour. What is 
more, the Middle Ages was also attractive because of its 
mysterious side that the Romantics so glorified. 7

This mediaeval past was rediscovered along three main 
lines, primarily during the second half of the 19th centu-
ry: studies that helped to understand, classify and com-
pare the movement with other architectures; the restora-
tion and protection of monuments; and the new 

Figure 1. Romanesque church of Sant Climent de Taüll. It shows a basilica layout with three naves, an apse and two apsidioles, plus a tower 
on the southern facade facing east very close to the apse. The belfry is square and freestanding, although it is built very close to the bulk of the 
building on the corner of the southern wall next to the chevet. Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez.
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Caumont15 was still in vogue, as other schools of thought 
were also being forged, such as the École des Chartes. In 
1909, he wrote in L’arquitectura romànica a Catalunya: 
“The geographic scope of our study is not a country that is 
a state today; [it is] a land divided between two states, part 
in Spain and part in France, [which] has an organic art 
history [that is] a reflection of a national unity, of a natu-
ral grouping of people with collective thinking”.16

Methodologically speaking, the historiography of the 
history of Romanesque architecture demonstrates that 
the different interpretations of the relations between 
modern politics, historical geography and Romanesque 
art have led to opposite conclusions about the same mon-
uments. While the theories of Josep Puig i Cadafalch rep-
resent the scholarly application of a nationalistic bent, the 
studies by Marcel Durliat about Roussillon, well into the 
second half of the 20th century, illustrate a way of seeing 
the history and social realities of the Middle Ages as a 
projection of a certain political, centralist and even Jacob-
in notion of contemporary France. While historians of 
French or Spanish art during the entire first half of the 
20th century disagreed on the chronological priorities of 
the churches laying along the Way of Saint James, the 
hostilities between Josep Puig i Cadafalch and the Anda-
lusian archaeologist and historian Manuel Gómez 
Moreno (1879-1970) often turned into opposing points 
of view that later had major repercussions on the general 
vision of artistic priorities.17

The mixture of politics, geography and Romanesque 
architecture triggered impassioned debates during the 
first third of the 20th century in France as well from radi-
cal stances, particularly when referring to the peripheral 
zones or borderlands, where today’s reality is no longer a 
faithful reflection of mediaeval geography. These areas 
included Roussillon, Alsace and Corsica, for example. 
These discussions were more or less impassioned accord-
ing to the authors’ stance, but they have had clear conse-
quences on the historiography of the discipline.18

It is within this context that Puig i Cadafalch openly 
turned from compiling a catalogue of monuments in his 
volumes about Catalan Romanesque architecture to writ-
ing a theory, first on a style19 and later on its dissemina-
tion throughout Europe.20

However, Puig’s theories on Romanesque architecture 
would not have had the repercussions they did without the 
arrival of the personality of Henri Focillon into the art his-
tory scene in France. Focillon marked much of the 20th 
century, especially for the influence his viewpoints have at-
tained in posterity. An heir to the wisdom of the formalist 
school of Vienna, Henri Focillon defended an autonomous 
life of forms in his book La vie des formes published in 1934. 
To his mind, the Romanesque work of art was a reality that 
in itself brings together different factors independent from 
the external conditions of creation. The form is the work of 
art and makes it evolve. Admired for the quality of his writ-
ing and the force of his words, the formalist theory of Focil-
lon, a talented mediaevalist, found powerful resonance 

(1814-1879) ideas on reconstruction.11 Rogent was the 
first person in Catalonia to publish historical-archaeolog-
ical monographs on mediaeval religious monuments like 
the ones in Sant Cugat del Vallès and Sant Llorenç del 
Munt, thus historically justifying the restoration projects. 
This also holds true of Ripoll, as demonstrated in the re-
port on the Santa Maria basilica, which justified the 
sources of his restoration, today considered more a re-
construction.12

Before the definitive restoration process of the basilica 
of Ripoll got underway, in 1860 Rogent had laid down a 
series of criteria and procedures regarding the interven-
tion, which included drawing up floor plans and eleva-
tions that would provide proof of the appearance of the 
building from the 11th century, back in the days of Abbot 
Oliba, the cleansing of all the additions and proposed 
transformations aimed at reconstructing the building as it 
was assumed to be back in the Romanesque era. The new 
basilica was consecrated in 1893. Rogent decided that the 
church would have five naves instead of three, that the 
vault and windows would be the way they are today, that 
the capitals would be Corinthian with Caliphal inspira-
tion, and that the chevet would be surmounted by the 
outer cimborio that it still has today. I personally believe 
that the building refurbished by Rogent must continue to 
appear in the manuals of mediaeval architecture as one of 
the greatest monuments from the Catalan Romanesque, 
but that it must be presented from a critical vantage point. 
I also particularly believe that this building must be in-
cluded in the surveys of religious Catalan architecture 
from the 19th century as well.

When Rogent began the restoration, the basilica of Ri-
poll was Gothic, and its vaults had collapsed after the fire 
in 1835. It also had later additions. He took the decision to 
freeze it at a given point in its history, imagining how it 
was at the precise date that it was consecrated by Abbot 
Oliba (1032) and setting out to eliminate everything from 
before that date and subsequent additions.

Josep Puig i Cadafalch defended many of the actions 
undertaken by Rogent, with whom he had been trained 
and whom he regarded as “one of the first revolutionaries 
against the neoclassical tyranny”. He also recalled that 
“Rogent mainly investigated Catalan Romanesque art 
with a keen sense of history, but also as a form fated to 
flourish once again, doing with it in Catalonia what the 
Italian cities had done with classical art, which by copying 
and reproducing it had engendered the Renaissance”. 
However, times had changed, and during the first quarter 
of the 20th century, Puig undertook to demonstrate that 
Catalonia had had its own national Romanesque archi-
tecture with a personality of its own that had exerted an 
influence abroad.13 Puig began by studying Catalan Ro-
manesque architecture monographically, using modern 
criteria, and he decided to make it play a role in the histo-
ry of the European Romanesque. Giovanni Teresio 
Rivoira and Adolfo Venturi were doing the same in Ita-
ly,14 while in France the regionalist theory of Arcisse de 
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found in Spain, such as in 9th century Asturian art and 
10th century Mozarabic art.” 30 Today these matters are re-
garded with greater complexity.

From late antiquity to the Romanesque

The survival of the religious architecture from late anti-
quity until the 7th and 8th centuries, and even until the 
mediaeval period in some cases, contributed to imposing 
local and traditional forms as well as a technical and sty-
listic continuity that Romanesque architecture harnessed 
later on. We are aware of several specific instances of this 
use of palaeo-Christian basilicas even in later periods in 
Barcelona, Tarragona, Terrassa, Bovalar (Seròs, Segrià), 
Empúries and Sant Cugat del Vallès.

The architecture that spans the period from late antiq-
uity to the Romanesque period in the Middle Ages is 
called late mediaeval and then pre-Romanesque. The 
roots of this art lay in the creative expansion of the archi-
tectural forms from the palaeo-Christian days, which 
paved the way for and led to the monumental Roman-
esque forms. In order to define and name this art that de-
veloped in Catalonia between the 8th and 10th centuries, 
today the terms Mozarabic, Carolingian and Resettlement 
art have been abandoned, although they are suitable for 
the art of other regions on the Iberian Peninsula or in Eu-
rope whose artistic realities are different to those of late 
mediaeval Catalonia.

The monuments preserved in Catalonia do not permit 
us to situate the late mediaeval architectural reality within 
the general debates on Carolingian art.31 Regarding the 
pre-Romanesque,32 however, Catalonia is a regionally co-
herent architectural reality which can at times compete 
with important monuments elsewhere. In Catalonia, pre-
Romanesque and Romanesque architecture must be 
viewed as having a strict continuity.33

The religious architecture from the late Middle Ages 
that is conserved in Catalonia is often the simplest kind 
found in rural settings that benefit from the survival of 
practical construction techniques that had become com-
mon, such as the opus spicatum or the vault atop a cane 
falsework.34 It should be borne in mind that the humblest 
constructions are the ones that most often use local mate-
rials and reproduce functional floor plans or elevations, 
often for many centuries, and that this is not always an 
indication of the age of the architecture. It is not easy to 
date many of these small buildings because of a lack of 
documentary information external to the architecture it-
self. Given this, we mainly have information on the acts of 
consecration, such as the one at Santa Maria church in La 
Seu d’Urgell on the 1st of November 839 by Bishop Sise-
but with the consent of the Emperor Louis the Pious and 
Count Sunifred of Cerdanya-Urgell. In this case, the doc-
ument mentions the parishes that existed at that time 
within the bishopric of Urgell, Cerdanya, Berguedà, Pal-
lars and Ribagorça, but it does not provide any insight 

when he applied his positions to Romanesque art. It was in 
this context that Focillon divulged Puig’s views, especially 
in the vast survey of Western art published in Paris for the 
first time in 1938.21

Nonetheless, before reaching a survey of southern Eu-
rope which included Catalonia but not Spain, back in the 
days of his university education when he had experienced 
the Renaixença movement firsthand, Puig i Cadafalch 
had gradually been ripening the idea of contributing to 
creating a national individuality through mediaeval art.22 
In order to construct a national Romanesque, Puig un-
derstood that he had to systematically study the monu-
ments of the country, describe them one by one and ana-
lyse them in order to define their originality within a 
series as the expression of a national whole. With this 
spirit in mind, he published the work L’arquitectura 
romànica a Catalunya 23 as a first step towards salvaging 
the country’s heritage. He researched the book through 
expeditions to the Pyrenees to take photographs and draw 
up floor plans and elevations. He already had a vision of 
developing a catalogue of monuments to contribute to 
safeguarding the architectural heritage.

At the same time as Puig i Cadafalch in Vic, Josep Gu-
diol i Cunill pursued similar objectives taking a different 
pathway,24 just as Josep Pijoan25 had set out to do. Both 
Gudiol and Puig came from two different traditions with-
in French scholarly circles, the one proposed by Arcisse 
de Caumont and the other set forth by Jules Quicherat. 
The latter, from Paris’ École des Chartes, reached Catalo-
nia mainly through a French archivist heading to Roussil-
lon, Jean-Auguste Brutails,26 who spread the notion of 
viewing monuments as historical documents.

Puig i Cadafalch was an architect, and both his studies 
and his political leanings and training exerted a heavy in-
fluence on his restorations of Romanesque churches, 
from Montserrat to Cuixà, from Sant Joan de les Abades-
ses to Sant Benet de Bages, and including less important 
monuments such as Sant Jaume de Vilanova in El Bages 
(between 1931 and 1933). He always endowed his inter-
ventions with theoretical and deeply ideological connota-
tions.

Josep Puig i Cadafalch’s oeuvre survives today through 
the accumulation of information it contains. L’arquitectura 
romànica a Catalunya, written in conjunction with A. de 
Falguera and J. Goday and published between 1909 and 
1918, was first an endeavour at cataloguing, recognition 
and organisation. It enabled a coherent history to be writ-
ten that became both the beacon for future studies and a 
monumental catalogue of Catalan Romanesque architec-
ture from its origins to the Late Middle Ages. From this 
vantage point, the contribution of Puig and his helpers27 is 
like a veritable archive on Romanesque architecture in 
Catalonia.28 His theories, however, gradually came to be 
disputed.29 He viewed the Romanesque as follows: “Ro-
manesque art is the result of a long development and sepa-
rate influences from the Byzantines, the East and Muslim 
civilisation. Some of the stages in this development can be 
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The apse seen today in Santa Maria, which is square 
outside and horseshoe-shaped inside and has three sim-
ple openings, dates from a repair of a building with three 
naves and perhaps with a transept as well. In contrast, 
Sant Pere has a trilobe chevet with three wide windows 
and a transept with long wings, elevated and covered with 
a barrel vault.

Sant Miquel has a centralised layout and is square both 
inside and outside, with four niches on each corner. This 
structure led Puig to believe that it might have been used 
as a baptistery, although the presence of a crypt poses sev-
eral problems of affiliation and liturgical use. During the 
excavations conducted there, Puig i Cadafalch recon-
structed – the outcome of a quarrel with Gómez-Moreno 
– the baptismal font in the middle of the building under 
the cimborio, which is supported by eight columns with 
interesting capitals. On the easternmost part, jutting up 
because of the presence of the trilobe crypt, is the apse 
with its typical horseshoe shape inside and polygonal 
shape outside, which also has three windows.

It should be borne in mind that the timeline of all three 
religious buildings in Terrassa – architectural bodies 
added to older chevets – has always been the subject of 
scholarly controversy and heated debate. Puig i Cada-
falch had initially defended the Visigothic origin of the 
current chevet in Santa Maria and the Sant Miquel  
building, which he dated from the 6th century, an opin-
ion shared by Joan Ainaud. However, Eduard Junyent, 
Pere de Palol and I have always seen these constructions 
as late mediaeval vestiges that might date from around 
the 9th century. Yet everyone has agreed that these ele-
ments existed before the 10th century churches with 

into the architecture itself. What is more, the date of con-
secration does not necessarily indicate when construction 
was completed.

Among the series of monuments from the transition 
between antiquity and the Middle Ages, the complex that 
has contributed and continues to contribute the most to 
the debate is the former church see in Egara, now the 
town of Terrassa. The churches of Egara, just like their 
see, are documented from the 5th century until the Arab 
invasion. It is known that in the mid-5th century the bish-
opric of Egara developed independently of the bishopric 
of Barcelona, and that it still existed in the 7th century. 
The latest information that we have from the period is 
from Bishop Joan, known in 683 and 693. In 1017, a group 
of personalities met in the presence of the Count of Barce-
lona Ramon Borrell and his bishop at Santa Maria church; 
Eduard Junyent assumed that this meeting was to once 
again consecrate the churches after the invasions. The 
next documents we have refer to the consecration of the 
new building of Santa Maria in 1112 and Sant Pere build-
ing one century later. The archaeological continuity of the 
churches in Terrassa was demonstrated by the excava-
tions of first Josep Puig i Cadafalch and later Josep de Ca-
lassanç Serra i Ràfols. In front of and outside Santa Maria, 
vestiges of palaeo-Christian buildings used for worship 
have been found, and the two superimposed levels of mo-
saics from earlier churches in the 4th and 5th centuries 
are also important. I myself had suggested that this conti-
nuity from late antiquity until the Middle Ages might 
even extend as late as the 11th century, which I believed 
and still believe is the date of a pavement mosaic con-
served in the presbytery of Sant Pere church.

Figure 2. Layout of the church see of Egara. 
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After an international symposium on the churches of 
Terrassa held in 1991, a comprehensive archaeological 
excavation project was conducted in several campaigns 
between 1995 and 2004, resulting in a proposed reinter-
pretation of the church complex and its historical evolu-
tion. The continuity of its occupation since the Iberian 
period (4th century BC) has been confirmed. Roman 

their irregular shapes, small windows and trapezoidal 
apses. In Terrassa, we saw wide windows and Roman-
style walls with rows of small ashlars alternating with 
rows of terra cotta. In the case of Santa Maria, the prob-
lem of interpretation has always lain with the corre-
spondence between the apse and the shape of the three-
nave chevet dating from the 5th century.

Figure 3. Layout of the church of Sant Miquel de Cuixà. Floor plan of the church and the other buildings and quarters of the monastery as 
they are today on a 1:400 scale, with indications of the historical stages of their construction. The layout of the crypt of the Nativity Scene is on 
the lower right corner. (Source: Fototeca.cat - R. Mallol)
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that lasted until the Romanesque period and with the 
church groups from late antiquity as their typological, 
structural and spiritual source. This concept of monastic 
complex would be applicable for Cuixà and Ripoll, but 
not for other monasteries like Sant Martí del Canigó.36

Little information and few buildings survive from the 
9th century. However, we do know that many of them 
were in poor shape and that they were repaired during the 
10th century, such as the cathedral of Elne, or that they 
were rebuilt in the early Romanesque period, such as the 
cathedrals in La Seu d’Urgell and Vic. Two documents 
prove the abandonment and ruin of Catalan churches in 
the late 9th century: the Carolingian precept from 898 
granted to the Bishop of Elne, and King Charles’ 899 au-
thorisation to the Metropolitan of Narbonne, which 
stressed not only the ruinous state of the churches in the 
diocese but also the impossibility of restoring them. Dur-
ing the 9th and 10th centuries, the building campaign 
reached the monasteries as well. This holds true for Ripoll 
(935), Serrateix (940), Sant Pere de les Puelles of Barcelo-
na (945), Santa Cecília of Montserrat (957), Sant Benet of 
El Bages (972) and Sant Miquel de Cuixà (953).

The church in Cuixà offers us a good sense of the pos-
sible appearance of the large abbatial churches or cathe-
drals of Catalonia in the second half of the 10th century. 
They were dominated by rectangular naves, triple naves 
in the most important churches, and were covered with 

structures, namely funeral chambers, have been con-
firmed from prior to the church phase in the 5th century. 
The rectangular building with a square apse outside and 
semicircular apse inside, which is believed to date from 
the 5th century, has been attributed to area for Christian 
worship in the second half of the 4th century, therefore 
before the church phase. Two chapels on the side walls 
have also been more accurately identified. In a slightly 
later phase which the authors date at between 380 and 
420-430, there must have been a series of overhauls and 
extensions which included the construction of a new 
baptistery behind the apse with a quadrangular-shaped 
font. The mosaic pavement still conserved in Santa Maria 
today must date from this phase. The authors identify  
a phase of pre-church construction in around the 5th 
century.

The designation of Egara as the church see for Bishop 
Nundinari of Barcelona between 450 and 460 fostered the 
creation of a large religious complex presided over by 
Santa Maria as the cathedral, Sant Miquel as the martyri-
um, and Sant Pere as a parish church. The new Bishop 
Ireneu was charged with carrying out the architectural 
appearance of the new church see. The three buildings 
were laid out on three terraces around a central area used 
for funerals.

The archaeological campaigns provide many new in-
terpretations of the religious architecture, as well as new 
proposed timelines. The main basilica, Santa Maria, is a 
building with three naves separated by columns and capi-
tals. The three initial apses have been replaced by a single 
apse that is square on the outside and circular inside. Re-
mains of the central nave with a funeral crypt have been 
identified, and it is suggested that the baptistery was lo-
cated at the foot of the building.

Regarding Sant Miquel, an external corridor with buri-
als would confirm the use of this building for funerals. 
We knew that Puig i Cadafalch had hastily restored a bap-
tistery. At the foot of Sant Pere basilica, a double corridor 
has been identified that connects the parish church with 
the cathedral avoiding through the funeral area.

Of all the results published, the timelines are still 
prompting debate. The parts of the complex under dis-
cussion – the chevets of Santa Maria and Sant Pere and 
the entire Sant Miquel building, with the archaeological 
vestiges uncovered that have been mentioned here – are 
once again attributed to the early Visigothic period in the 
6th century. This also includes Sant Pere parish church 
(but not the late Romanesque nave) and the murals in 
Sant Miquel. Personally, I think that the debate on the 
historical-chronological interpretation of the late medi-
aeval buildings is still not resolved.35

Religious complexes from the late Middle Ages with 
two or three churches and a baptistery have always been 
recognised in Catalonia. However, recently a highly origi-
nal connection has been found among the Catalan Bene-
dictine monastic groups in three churches regarded as 
dating from the Carolingian period, yet with a tradition 

Figure 4. View of the southern side nave in Sant Miquel Cuixà 
from the southern wing of the transept. The ultra-semicircular 
arches can be seen. 
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with the elongated semicircular shape of the lateral aps-
es, which in Cuixà were covered with vaults in the 10th 
century.

In the more modest churches, the apse, usually small 
and covered with a stone vault, had a ultrasemicircular 
shape inside and a rectangular shape outside in their most 
ancient period. However, over time ultrasemicircular lay-
outs also began to appear on the outside (Sant Quirze de 
Pedret), until they became semicircular (Sant Andreu de 
Sureda). The transept could vary and be either higher 
than the nave (Canapost or Sant Pere of Terrassa) or low-
er than it (Sant Genís les Fonts or Sant Andreu of Sureda). 
Many small rural churches still survive from this period. 
They are built of stone and reinforced on the corners, 
with a single rectangular nave and a horseshoe-shaped, 
triangular or trapezoidal apse, generally covered with a 
stone vault. The naves, first covered with wood, gradually 
came to feature vaults supported by frames resting on 
main arches, or more frequently on lateral buttresses. 
There is a difference in height and width between the 
nave and the apse, the latter being lower, creating a very 
characteristic relationship between external and internal 
volumes. Likewise, the windows are small and simple to 
open, and they tend to appear in the apse walls or the 
southern wall. There are two kinds of arches: the first, 
from a clearly Roman tradition, is the semicircular arch 
over transoms that jut out over the peak of the arch. The 
second kind, which is also local, is a ultrasemicircular 
shaped arch which rests on two imposts, with the tran-
soms jutting out over the peak of the arch. The doorway 
generally faces south so the nave can be lit naturally dur-
ing the mass. The churches of Santa Maria del Marquet, 
Obiols, Canapost, Sant Quirze de Pedret and Sant Julià de 
Boada fall within this type.39

In Sant Miquel de Cuixà, we can note the continuity 
between the pre-Romanesque and the 9th century Ro-
manesque, as the former still survives amidst the new 
constructions and Romanesque enlargements. In smaller 
structures, these reuses and enrichments are common, a 
phenomenon that characterises all the architecture built 
around the turn of the millennium.40

The question of the earliest Romanesque 
art in the 11th century

Using a comparative method, and within the historical 
positivism of his day, Puig i Cadafalch defined the archi-
tecture of the early Romanesque as an itinerant style from 
southern European characteristic of the first third of the 
11th century. The common feature was the reappearance 
of the vault, an element whose different modalities ena-
bled him to develop a structural, chronological and geo-
graphical classification.41 Puig used his theory to situate 
Catalan Romanesque art in the world, while also endow-
ing his clear and open national struggle to architecturally 
define the origins of his country with content.

wood. The building in Cuixà has three short naves sepa-
rated by rectangular pillars and arcades and surmounted 
by a noteworthy transept, from which the tip of the north-
ern wing has disappeared. The arcades are ultrasemicir-
cular in shape, with transoms that jut out, and they are 
built with the help of staggered stones on the lower part of 
the arcades which radiate out on the upper part. This kind 
of arcade might derive from a late ancient and local tradi-
tion. The main nave, which is covered with wood, is long-
er than the side naves and has an extra stretch on the 
western side. The presbytery is made up of five deep aps-
es, the main one rectangular while the others are deep 
semicircles. It was traditionally believed that on either 
side of the main apse there must have been two doors 
which originally led outside. However, today doubt has 
been cast on this claim.37

The magnificence of the architecture in Cuixà dem-
onstrates a clear desire to revamp the palaeo-Christian 
basilica.38 The separation between the naves and the 
wooden roof comes from the palaeo-Christian tradition, 
as does the formula of the large jutting transept and sev-
eral apses, five in this case, as only the most important 
buildings in the late ancient world had. It also inherited 
the rectangular shape of the main apse from this period. 
The pathway leading to the Romanesque can be glimpsed 

Figure 5. Belfry in Sant Miquel de Cuixà. Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez.
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In this period, we can note the rising strength of the 
monastic cultural movement, which is primarily percep-
tible thanks to the figure of Oliba, the Abbot of Ripoll, 
Sant Miquel de Cuixà or Sant Pere de Fenollet and Santa 
Maria d’Arles in the Tec Valley, following the Clunian 
trend of a single abbot shepherding several abbeys in or-
der to make the renovation more effective. In his man-
date, he spearheaded an active architectural policy and 
commissions of sumptuary works. In contrast, few build-
ings were built in Catalonia through a direct link with 
Cluny, and we could say that the architectural influence 
exerted by the large Clunian constructions is paradoxi-
cally almost nonexistent in Catalonia in both the 11th and 
then throughout the 12th centuries.54 This is surprising if 
we bear in mind the importance of Cluny and its cultural, 
political and religious clout.55

Abbot Oliba’s religious architecture has recently un-
dergone a new reflection as a whole, in addition to the 
surveys of many specific cases by Gerardo Boto.56 Topo-
graphical considerations and occasional observations 
have led this author to temper Oliba’s voluntary Roman 
influence, stressing the contacts with more northern re-
gions while insisting on our scarce knowledge of monas-
tery architecture, with the exception of church spaces. In 
the cloister in Sant Cugat, Boto suggests guessing at the 
architectural structures of a processional liturgy, while in 
Cuixà he suggests a new interpretation without the open-
ings to the outdoors that the chevet of the 10th century 
basilica was always assumed to have. This observation 
leads to the assumption of a chevet with seven apses built 
under Abbot Garí in the 10th century. This would mean 
that Oliba had created a liturgical circulation that had to-
tally enveloped the chevet closed in the 10th century.  
Oliba’s chevet in Ripoll, according to the same author 
wielding discerning arguments, would reference north-
ern models more than the tradition of Saint Peter’s in 
Rome, given that it in fact did not have seven jutting apses 
as Ripoll did. In contrast, the system of naves would have 
been drawn from the Roman tradition, while the circular 
structures in Cuixà and Vic, located on the west, would 
evoke prestigious Mariological prototypes with funerary 
connotations.

Many buildings in Catalonia conserved from this peri-
od have benefitted from specific studies. Sant Vicenç de 
Cardona, which Eduard Junyent described as “one of the 
most finished and characteristic models of a period”, is 
what has achieved the historiographic rank of emblem of 
the early Romanesque style thanks to a skilful distribution 
of spaces and a vault which has even been deemed bold.57 
The stonework on the wall, simultaneously constructive 
and decorative, is characteristic, as is the relationship of 
volumes both indoors and outdoors. Cardona is the best 
example of architectural quality that Puig i Cadafalch 
studied and that the Frenchman Henri Focillon dissemi-
nated.58 To formally define the Romanesque art that was 
built, Henri Focillon believed that the most characteristic 
feature of the church in Cardona was the distribution of 

Based on very specific characteristics (the small arches 
misnamed “Lombard” arches, the stonework and the 
roofs with stone vaults), he established a sequence that 
sprang from the eastern zone of Moldavia and the Bal-
kans and was consolidated in northern Italy and Catalo-
nia before heading towards northern Europe, where the 
10th century Ottonian architectural tradition42 and the 
traditions of the previous Carolingian tradition43 had tak-
en root.

Early 11th century religious architecture is particularly 
interesting in that once the large pre-Romanesque con-
structions from the second half of the 10th century were 
completed, while the mortar was still fresh and the paint-
ings barely completed, the patrons of the Church and 
those who had the economic wherewithal were already 
considering improving a society that in less than 50 years 
set out to reconstruct cathedrals, monasteries and all 
kinds of churches. This was clear shortly after 1000, when 
the historian from Cluny, Raoul Glaber, noted that the 
West was being covered by “a white mantle of churches”.

Within the theoretical realm of the earliest southern 
Romanesque art, a unique role has been attributed to the 
Lombard masters.44 We should recall the historiographic 
use made of the existence, one century later, of a contract 
dated 1175 for a master builder named “Ramon, dit Lam-
bard” to build a roof of the temple and other construc-
tions in the cathedral of La Seu d’Urgell, and the recent 
proposition of considering the surname “Lambard” syn-
onymous with builder.45 For many years, the theory – er-
roneous, to my mind –46 has been upheld of groups of 
itinerant yet highly celebrated stonecutters from Lom-
bardy who travelled around the north of the Iberian Pe-
ninsula and southern France and finally reached northern 
Europe.47

Recently, Joan Duran-Porta has revisited the issue by 
arguing from several different standpoints that the term 
“lambard” in Catalonia was synonymous with builder 
and that it had nothing to do with the purported itinerant 
masters who must have come from Lombardy to build 
churches during the first half of the 11th century: one of 
the most uncertain, if not totally nonexistent, “historio-
graphic certainties” around.48

Without leaving the 11th century, in this geographic 
region of southern Europe, established based on the ar-
chitectural examples conserved through central and 
northern Italy, Provence, Catalonia and the Rhone and 
Saône valleys, we can find a kind of architecture with 
common features, more or less standard decoration char-
acterised by the presence of elements like small arches in-
corporated into the frieze and vertical trim.49 Certainly 
the earliest Romanesque art is not a phenomenon limited 
to the Lombard expansion of the Comacini masters;50 
rather we must also consider the survival of a prior Ro-
man tradition51 enriched by the presence of the Muslim 
culture on the Iberian Peninsula,52 contacts with Byzanti-
um in Italy and the legacy of the Carolingian and later Ot-
tonian world in Burgundy.53
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rect light that helps to shape the building’s internal vol-
umes. The openings that enable light to directly enter the 
main nave are the upper windows in this same nave (per-
haps one of the modifications to the initial design) and 
the windows in the apse and the facade. The indirect light 
filters in through the windows on the side naves, the dome 
in the crossing and the ends of the transept. This is not the 
usual way Romanesque churches were illuminated, as 
they rarely had openings on the central nave. In this case 
(just like in Santa Eulàlia de Fullà in El Conflent), the 
higher elevation of this nave, which is also unusual, ena-
bles direct light to reach the main area of the building.

The architectural role, the originality and the impor-
tance of the church of Sant Martí del Canigó have recently 
been promoted with a clear tendency to confer more im-
portance on this building than what it has traditionally 
been given. The construction of the two levels of this 
monastery church on a difficult site in the first few dec-
ades of the 11th century meant that the current trends 
were adopted, but in an original way. This included the 
presence of seven chapels with altars which, instead of be-
ing arranged around the chevet, as in Ripoll, were dis-
tributed at different levels, while the lower nave served as 
a crypt with a highly original structure and a three-part 
chevet.59

Other important buildings within 11th century archi-
tecture also deserve our attention, including the canoni-
cal church in Àger, which has a single monumental com-
plex along with the possibilities and limitations of early 
southern Romanesque art. These two churches contrast 
with the monastic basilica in Sant Pere de Rodes, where 
the superimposition of orders and a unique chevet pro-
vide evidence for an origin within a classically-rooted tra-
dition which must have coexisted alongside the local Ro-
manesque propositions and their innovations and 
fashions in the 11th century.60

After the death of Abbot Oliba, we can find churches 
like the one in Sant Jaume de Frontanyà with a facade or-
ganised in a monumental style, the one in Sant Martí Ses-
corts, which bears similarities to the former, and the 
monastery in Sant Llorenç del Munt, a good example of a 
basilica with a rectangular layout.

The comparative lessons of the monastery 
churches in Ripoll and Cuixà

As the year 1000 drew closer, these two monasteries had 
just opened two churches which were exceptional due to 
their size and the scope of the project, which stemmed 
from neither physical problems nor recent fires. Abbot 
Oliba was a building abbot comparable in many respects 
to other great European prelates at the time,61 and he de-
cided to reconstruct them out of prestige and taste, to in-
tegrate a new style that was quickly making pre-Roma-
nesque art seem obsolete. None of these monasteries 
needed a larger church either to serve the monastic com-

outside volumes. Certainly, if the indoor space is finely 
wrought in terms of the amount of light and the structure 
of the different architectural elements, outside the vol-
umes are what truly draw the eye. An element like the 
transept, which is practically concealed at ground level, 
takes on a great deal of strength in the building’s outer 
shape, clearly marking the Latin cross of the floor plan. 
The outside is not only a faithful transcription of the litur-
gical space inside; rather it very clearly conveys the Ro-
manesque masters’ concern with the building’s structural 
balance by resting the vaults atop each other.

In this sense, the massive appearance of the building, 
especially inside, was sought or, even more accurately, 
needed. The higher elevation of the central nave and the 
overall height of the building required it to rest on sturdy 
supports (walls and pillars) and simultaneously required 
the side naves to be narrower so they could act as but-
tresses. To complete the balance of forces, each stretch in 
these side naves was subdivided into three smaller areas 
covered with groined vaults. This entire articulation visu-
ally led to a verticality that is rarely seen in Catalan Ro-
manesque architecture.

The illumination of the church in Cardona is original 
and achieved through a combination of direct and indi-

Figure 6. Interior of the central nave of Sant Vicenç de Cardona. 
Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez.
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ence of wood and stone roofs in the early Romanesque 
leads us to believe that the roof of the nave with a barrel 
vault must have been one of Abbot Oliba’s interventions 
in the early 11th century.

Recently, the political and symbolic nature of the 11th 
century basilica in Ripoll has been spotlighted, which was 
reflected in the act of consecration. Imma Lorés and 
Carles Mancho have re-examined photographs of the 
building prior to Rogent’s intervention and have reached 
the conclusion that part of the pre-Oliba building was 
conserved in the reconstruction of a building where the 
enlargements had not ceased.62

If we continue to think that he was the one who took 
the decisions on architectural symbolism, Abbot Oliba 
must have decided to go from five apses – although we do 
not know whether this was the number of apses in pre-
Romanesque Ripoll – to seven, aligning them around the 
transept. This has been interpreted as the reflection of a 
clearly unifying and programmatic desire to somehow re-
produce the layout of the chevet of the most prestigious 
monument in Western Christianity: Saint Peter’s Basilica 
in Rome.

I have personally stressed the Roman bent of the archi-
tecture promoted by Oliba as a specific example of the 
sights on Rome that obsessed the builders in the Roman-
esque period.63 Oliba had personally gone to Rome at least 
twice when he was still an abbot, in 1011 and 1016. Once 
he was the Bishop of Vic, he most likely returned there 
another time. In Ripoll, in around 1032 his abbey decided 
to inspire a construction that looked towards the chevet 
of the most symbolic temple in Roman Christianity: Saint 
Peter’s Basilica. In Vic, six years later, he had a circular 
church built devoted to the Virgin Mary. With it, in 
around 1038 he aimed to directly echo the celebrated cir-
cular building which, after being the Roman Pantheon, 
became a church that Pope Boniface IV had dedicated to 
the Virgin Mary and all the saints on the 13th of May 609 
as Santa Maria dei Martiri. Oliba probably did not have 
the economic wherewithal to transport all the ancient 
materials needed to build his prestigious basilicas from 
Rome to Ripoll and Vic. Instead, he wisely used local 
forms of construction, materials and master builders, for 
both economic and also probably ideological reasons, to 
carry out a Roman idea and policy that he managed to 
capture in architectural forms.

At that time, the prestige of Rome stemmed not only 
from the palaeo-Christian basilicas dating from the time 
of Constantine and the tombs of the saints and martyrs; 
rather it mainly came from the ancient works of art, the 
colossal architecture of the Pantheon and the Coliseum 
and even more from the monuments that associated the 
symbols of history with the prestige of architectural and 
artistic creation: the Arch of Constantine and the histori-
cal columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius, for example. 
In Vic, in front of the cathedral, I have proposed that Oli-
ba wanted to draw inspiration from the Roman Pantheon 
as part of an ideological and political architecture pro-

munity or for public use. However, his approach as a buil-
der was different in each case.

The pre-Romanesque buildings in Cuixà and Ripoll 
were the most spectacular examples of pre-Romanesque 
architecture in Catalonia, but Abbot Oliba neither could 
nor wanted to remain on the sidelines of the new develop-
ments in architecture and ordered them rebuilt. In Ripoll, 
he tore everything down to build a new church, whereas 
in Cuixà he might have thought that the size of the monu-
ment, the site where it was located and the evolution of 
the internal history of the complex in relation to the mon-
umental setting did not justify wholesale demolition and 
reconstruction, unless driven solely by ideology. In Cuixà, 
I believe that he tried to perform an even more symbolic 
act: to conserve the church just as it was and to envelop 
the most sacred part, the apse, with a chevet rendered in 
the new style, like a kind of architectural crown to even 
further ennoble the faithfulness to the past by conserving 
the roots of the site in all their glory. At the same time, he 
supplied it with two belfries that were supposed to mark 
the holy monumental landscape which was to be imposed 
all over the region, and he added a building on the west 
centred over a crypt, which was very fashionable at the 
time, which he dedicated respectively to the Trinity and 
to the Virgin Mary.

The two best-known architectural phases in the 
churches in both Cuixà and Ripoll are very close chrono-
logically. The pre-Romanesque basilicas were consecrat-
ed in 974 and 977, respectively, and it was impossible that 
the builders of two large buildings consecrated only three 
years apart were not keeping an eye on each other as they 
built. Both early Romanesque basilicas, consecrated in 
1040 and 1032, respectively, were almost certainly also 
the subject of major debates, especially since they had the 
same patron. The decision to once again build two build-
ings that were only a little over 50 years old at the time 
was taken by the same man, Abbot Oliba, who likewise 
soon after becoming the Bishop of Vic took a similar deci-
sion to reconstruct and consecrate the cathedral of Sant 
Pere in this city in 1038, despite the existence of a previ-
ous church complex that was still being used in 1017.

In Ripoll, the current state of research does not allow us 
to say whether the 1032 basilica preserved any of the 
structure from the preceding one. The problem revolves 
around how the enlargement was undertaken, that is, to 
what extent the existing structures were reused. Junyent 
posited an enlargement of the chevet with a transept and 
seven apses, and of the facade with two towers. This struc-
ture of a chevet with three apses aligned on each wing of 
the transept and a larger one surmounting the central 
nave confirms the unity and balance of the design. Like-
wise, the breadth of the central nave allows us to consider 
the reuse of pre-Romanesque structures. Another ele-
ment that has been debated is the kind of roof that the 
building had back in Oliba’s day. While Junyent was in 
favour of the wooden roof remaining until the 12th cen-
tury, what Puig i Cadafalch clearly viewed as the coexist-
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again consecrated in 1035, as were Sant Pere and Santa 
Maria in 1040, after having undergone wholesale over-
hauls which would last throughout the 11th century, as 
demonstrated by the testimonial legacy preserved. How-
ever, the building in La Seu d’Urgell that we see today is a 
much later one stemming from a number of religious and 
secular contributions. The contract that a man named 
“Ramon, dit Lambard” signed with the cathedral chapter-
house in 1175 is a document of particular importance 
which stated that this builder was to roof the entire 
church, finish it faithfully and without cheating, and build 
the belfries, all within seven years.69 By the end of the cen-
tury, the building had been fully covered and the belfries 
were underway, although they were not finished as con-
struction was halted in 1195 because of the battle between 
the Bishop and the Count of Castellbò, who attacked the 
city and the cathedral.70

In terms of its floor plan, the cathedral in La Seu 
d’Urgell seems to be laid out based on prototypes of the 
monumental Romanesque church. It has a basilica layout 
with three naves crossed by a large transept, like the ones 
found in Sant Miquel de Cuixà and in Santa Maria of Ri-
poll, and a chevet made of five semicircular apses. The 
crosssing, which was supposed to be finished with towers 
on either side that were ultimately never built, has such 
thick walls that the side apses are embedded within them. 
As result, thanks to the importance of the presbytery, the 
central apse stands out and takes prominence. The central 

gramme64 which reflected a widespread trend among the 
elites of the day.65

Studies on the cathedrals in La Seu 
d’Urgell, Girona and Vic

Cathedrals were the most important religious monu-
ments in mediaeval Catalonia and in the Middle Ages in 
general because of both their presence in the city and the 
wealth of creativity they inspired.66 The main religious 
architectural forms were devised in the cathedrals at each 
point in the Middle Ages.67 Despite their importance in 
the study of mediaeval art, only recently have cathedrals 
benefitted from monographic studies,68 and we now have 
more exhaustive excavations of cathedrals – chiefly in Vic 
and Girona – which shed further light on the formal and 
constructive aspects of the periods that predated the cur-
rent building.

Until a few years ago, the cathedral of Santa Maria in La 
Seu d’Urgell was the only testimony shedding clear light 
on what church complexes were like in the Romanesque 
period in Catalonia. In the late Middle Ages, the main 
temple was dedicated to the Virgin Mary and the other 
two churches to Saint Michael (Sant Miquel) and Saint 
Peter (Sant Pere), and Saint Andrew (Sant Andreu). The 
complex also had a church dedicated to Saint Eulalia. Af-
ter the year 1000, the church of Sant Miquel was once 

Figure 7. Exterior of the chevet of the cathedral of La Seu d’Urgell. Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez.
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in front of the basilica of Sant Pere, which revealed the 
rotunda dedicated to the Virgin Mary that Oliba conse-
crated in 1038 on a site where no earlier building of Chris-
tian worship has been found, although a necropolis had 
been located there. It was a small building measuring 10.5 
metres in diameter with an apse, which was rebuilt and 
enlarged in the 12th century in a project promoted by 
Guillem Bofill in 1140. Its internal diameter was 25 me-
tres, and it had a small, central crypt located inside the 
apse of the previous basilica.75

Typology of the structures

In his treatise, Josep Puig i Cadafalch, as a good historian 
of architecture, often classified monuments according to 
the typology of their structures. Many certainties remain 
from his study, but there are also dubious areas awaiting 
clarification in future studies.

Perhaps an even more serious lack in Catalonia today is 
a documentary and archaeological study of the construc-
tion, the organisation of work and the technical aspects 
oriented at the social history of architecture.76

When evoking the studies on the cathedral of Girona, I 
have already mentioned the new developments in the 
western part of the building77 which Francesca Español 
had guessed at when studying this reality in Catalonia.78 
The field of architecture is now paying more attention to 
these new developments than it has in many years.79

Another conceptual realm in which 11th century ar-
chitecture in Catalonia fully expressed itself was monu-
mental crypts. There are remarkable examples in Cuixà 
and Vic, and the crypt hall pattern started to be dissemi-
nated in the first few decades of the 11th century.80 In this 
realm, one of the greatest gaps in our knowledge of crypts 
is the one in the basilica of Ripoll, according to Elies Ro-
gent’s observations. In this vein, it has been claimed that 
the typology of the building must include a crypt, a state-
ment which is based on the interpretation of some 19th 
century historical notes that mentioned the presence of 
abbots’ tombs under the pavement. In reality, the excava-
tions conducted in the presbytery have yielded no results 
to confirm this, although we can assume that the hypo-
thetical crypt might be located further along, inside the 
nave of the church. In fact, there is an underground vault-
ed cavity under the main nave, although it is quite diffi-
cult to enter.81 Elies Rogent had noted this crypt in his el-
evations. New surveys must be conducted in the three 
naves beyond the excavations performed under the cross-
ing and the chevet.

One of the most characteristic and popular features of 
the Catalan Romanesque is belfries, which also served to 
keep watch over and defend the church and towns and 
were veritable hallmarks of identity. As the Romanesque 
period progressed, these structures are increasingly less 
massive and more slender. The square-shaped belfry four 
or more storeys tall with windows crowned with semicir-

nave is covered with a barrel vault reinforced with main 
arches that start from a cornice running around the nave 
held up on corbels. The side naves have ribbed arches; the 
wings of the transept have a barrel vault without main 
arches; and the crossing has a dome made of a vault with 
large ribs. The most spectacular part of the outside of the 
cathedral is its chevet, especially the central apse. At-
tached half-columns, inspired by the pilasters of the early 
Romanesque, articulate the apse, which has three large 
windows with graduated arches and a fascinating upper 
gallery which is clearly indebted to Italian models. This 
gallery, which has semicircular arches, confers a great 
deal of transparency and monumentality on the apse 
while also illuminating the transept.

The cathedral in La Seu d’Urgell is proof of an overall 
trend in mediaeval religious architecture to gradually unify 
the area of worship, which in the late Middle Ages tended 
to multiply the spaces and churches in a single place. In La 
Seu d’Urgell, the main church, Santa Maria, was surround-
ed by four other churches which a recent study have indi-
cated might have been major pilgrimage sites.71

The cathedral of Girona was very poorly known in the 
periods prior to the Gothic. First the excavations and then 
Marc Sureda’s doctoral thesis and numerous articles have 
shed a great deal of light onto the Romanesque cathedral of 
Girona and its forerunners thanks to the physical remains 
detected in the area. Sureda has gradually combined this 
with abundant information from written sources and a 
comparative study. In his thesis, the historiographic sec-
tion reveals the different opinions on the history of the ca-
thedral and its buildings since the 17th century. The com-
plex dating from Roman times consisted of the religious 
square of the city’s forum. Because the centuries of late an-
tiquity and the early Middle Ages left no identifiable physi-
cal traces, the next architectural complex revealed today is 
the 11th century cathedral (started in around 1010), each of 
whose parts Sureda outlines in detail along with their gen-
eral features (placement, building techniques and decora-
tion).72 In Girona, the cathedral consecrated in 1038 had a 
massive body on the west that we now know about thanks 
to the excavations and liturgical texts. It had a symmetrical 
layout with a central body as wide as the nave, flanked by 
two side bodies that were almost perfect squares. It was a 
monumental complex that played the role of an entry tow-
er, perhaps with two levels. The building had a single nave 
11.5 metres wide inside and less than 20 metres tall. It had a 
transept whose wings barely jutted out, and a little-known 
chevet which is assumed to have been made up of a single, 
large apse that stood out considerably, like the one in Vic.

In Vic, after my monograph on the cathedral was pub-
lished,73 the discovery of a 17th century floor plan in the 
Municipal Archive of Mataró, along with the new proof 
yielded from the archaeological excavations in the tran-
sept, has enabled us to get a better grasp of the cathedral’s 
layout. The transept is straight and the square-shaped 
side apses are shallow and embedded in the walls.74 An-
other important recent contribution was the excavations 

001-164 Catalan Historical 4 (Eng).indd   39 15/09/11   17:47



40   Cat. Hist. Rev. 4, 2011 Xavier Barral i Altet

with its churches with holy sites of pilgrimage and sea-
sonal liturgy, demonstrating that it is impossible to un-
derstand the relations among the different buildings of 
worship in an architectural complex without knowing 
how they were used.93 However, sometimes historians err 
methodologically when they forget that religious archi-
tecture has economic and technical imperatives that go 
beyond the liturgy.94

The transition from the 11th to 12th 
centuries

The major construction projects that had gotten under-
way before 1050 were completed during the second half 
of the 11th century, and the process of renovation and re-
construction of church and monastic buildings that cha-
racterised what is called the early Romanesque continued 
unabated.

Throughout the last few decades of the 20th century, a 
historiographic trend developed in studies on mediaeval 
art which exaggerated the effects of the Church reform 
known as the Gregorian Reform after Pope Gregory VII, 
who died in 1085. In some cases, it has been extended to 
the entire religious artistic output of the period and even 
to geographic regions quite far from the Rome of the re-
forming pope from the late 11th century.95 In many cases, 
historians even depart from the conceptual framework of 
images and figuration to enter religious architecture un-
derstood as a discourse.96

In Catalonia, the absence of major figurative monu-
mental works from this period that are directly related to 
Rome means that the subject must be approached in more 
general and less chronologically limited terms out of the 
desire to re-appropriate the ancient in the architectural 
and artistic creation from a period which is in no way lim-
ited to the late 11th and early 12th centuries.97

This issue is related to another important aspect of the 
Romanesque Middle Ages: pilgrimages and religious ar-
chitecture.98 In Catalonia, the issue of the Ways of Saint 
James99 poses no architectural problems of affiliation or 
dependence as it does in other areas, and in any event it 
cannot compete with the pilgrimage to Rome.100

Starting in the second half of the 11th century, the mo-
nastic orders in Catalonia embarked on a process of ex-
pansion, especially the canonical orders, beyond the apo-
gee of Benedictine monasticism. This phenomenon, 
which started particularly in the monastery of Santa Maria 
de Vilabertran, was unquestionably grounded on the 
canonical reform of Saint Rufus of Avignon. Saint Olle-
garius himself, who had served as the prior in this canoni-
cal church, was a driving force behind the reform in Cata-
lonia when he became the Bishop of Barcelona and 
reinstated the Metropolitan of Tarragona. The fact that 
many parishes were reconverted into canonical churches 
or priories unquestionably fostered the revamping of the 
architecture.

cular arches gained in popularity in the first half of the 
11th century.82 In Santa Maria of Ripoll, for example, the 
belfries are located on either side of the building’s facade. 
In Sant Miquel de Cuixà, two belfries are located on the 
ends of the crossing, while in the cathedral of Vic there is 
only one belfry, although according to certain ancient de-
scriptions, there might have been plans for two of them 
flanking the transept.

The Romanesque belfry in the cathedral of Girona is 
one of the prime examples of this model, with a square 
floor plan and cubic elevation divided into different levels 
decorated with pilasters and blind arches and changing 
windows on the upper and lower parts of the main body. 
It has seven levels separated by friezes of arches which are 
virtually blind on the two lower levels. The belfry of Sant 
Pere of Vic is documented as far back as 1059. It is made 
of small, regular stones and is situated on the northern 
side of the cathedral near the Sant Joan doorway of the 
transept. A floor plan preserved from the 16th century 
shows that the belfry was freestanding from the main 
building and was only connected to it via a narrow walk-
way. This is not a unique solution but can also be found in 
Sant Miquel de Fluvià.

Religious architecture and liturgy 

Another fundamental issue that has helped to break the 
stalemate in studies on religious architecture is the relati-
onship between the form, the architectural typology and 
the function.83 This follows a tendency from abroad that 
had gotten underway with reflections on Carolingian 
processional liturgy84 and was enriched more recently 
with the studies by Eric Palazzo, often in contact with rea-
lities from mediaeval Catalonia.85 Several contributions 
have been promoted by the Catalan Society of Liturgical 
Studies,86 and new reflections have focused on the impor-
tance of the monastic reflections on the Trinity in the de-
velopment of the pre-Romanesque and Romanesque 
architectural programme of the basilica of Sant Miquel in 
Cuixà.87

As part of these reflections, the relations between privi-
leged burials and architecture,88 between altars and archi-
tecture89 and between cloisters and church space90 are 
stimulating as subjects of study in order to better under-
stand how architecture operated during the Romanesque 
period. The study that Marc Sureda has just devoted to a 
1388 pastoral visit to the cathedral of Vic illustrates every-
thing that can be extracted from these late documents in 
order to understand Romanesque buildings and their li-
turgical functions back when they conserved the majority 
of their original features that date back to the 11th centu-
ry, as Vic does.91

It should become more and more difficult to study me-
diaeval religious architecture without first reflecting on 
the liturgy.92 A recent study on the cathedral in La Seu 
d’Urgell has related the urban topography and cathedral 
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in the second half of the century, mainly spurred from 
France and Italy, which meant that more or less close ties 
were forged with monasteries abroad.

Logically, the construction reform was propagated in 
the countships closest to Roussillon, including Besalú, 
Empúries and Girona. There, the basilica structure, 
mainly with a single nave either with or without a tran-
sept, received a new impetus. In the bishopric of Urgell, 
the old churches had practically not been reformed since 
the 10th century, so the renovation movement gained 
special momentum there. The most emblematic project 
was the construction of the new cathedral, which adopt-
ed the well-known forms of the basilica layout with a 
single nave, transept and rather simple chevet. This ty-
pology also reached the Vall de Boí region, even though 
some structures still retained their wooden sloped roof 
held up by columns, most likely due to a simple lack of 
resources to finance the high cost of a stone vault. The 
tradition of the early Romanesque continued in the in-
land regions of Catalonia with the addition of new ele-
ments like the early attempts at a pointed vault, a more 
prominent presence of sculptural decorations and the 
use of columns either attached to pillars and apses or 
flanking the doorways. The monumentality of the early 
Romanesque was enhanced by the decorative compo-
nent and the profusion of sculpture, works by artists 
with close ties to Roussillon which could also be seen in 
the sculpture of Toulouse.

This profusion continued during the 12th century, 
when new religious orders were established in Catalonia 
that would supply their own constructions. In 1110, the 
Order of the Hospital arrived, followed by the Order of 
the Temple in 1130 and the Order of the Holy Sepulchre 
in 1150.

The master builders who had worked in Catalonia on 
the renovation and reconstruction of the large cathedrals in 
the first few decades of the 11th century had formed a 
school and continued working either on the continuation 
of these projects or on the reform of other churches that 
had not undergone this process earlier. This reconstruction 
movement extended from the countships in the eastern-
most part of Catalonia towards the Pyrenees, and then 
headed towards the western part of the country towards the 
lands that had just been conquered back from the Muslims. 
In some cases, this renovation meant building from scratch 
and tearing down the previous structures, while in others 
the existing building was only partly modified.

Therefore, the country opened itself up to new lands 
which had to be Christianised and economically and so-
cially reactivated. The lands conquered from the Muslims 
became virgin territory for the construction of cathedrals 
and monasteries, churches and chapels, or for the recon-
version former mosques, such as the Seu Vella (old cathe-
dral) of Lleida.

All of this bustling architectural activity came hand in 
hand with the vast wave of church renovation and reform 

Figure 8. Interior of Sant Pere of Besalú, showing the deambulatory of the chevet. Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez. 
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though some examples of it were built at a later date, in-
cluding the church at the monastery of Sant Joan de les 
Abadesses. The pillars, which tended to be rectangular in 
shape, gradually took on a more cruciform shape and 
supported the decorative arcades in the apses and vaults 
with their attached columns. The crossing could be more 
or less obvious. Regarding the external appearance of the 
building, blind arches were the main decorative element, 
especially in the apse, but they gradually gave way to at-
tached columns and corbels under serrated friezes. The 
belfries retained their previous structure, but they were 
increasingly slender.

The continuing validity of the structural models creat-
ed almost one century earlier is clear in cases like the 
church of Santa Maria in Besalú, where the chevet seems 
to have been reformed in the 12th century, although the 
three naves of the church consecrated in 1055 were left 
standing. If this hypothesis is accurate, it would not be the 
only example in Catalonia since we can find similar inter-
ventions in Santa Maria of Serrabona and in Santa Maria 
of Cornellà de Conflent, for example.

Among the new developments contributed by French 
architecture we can mention not only the more decora-
tive appearance of the sculptures but also the apsidioles 
embedded inside the thick walls. Churches like the new 
cathedral in La Seu d’Urgell and Sant Pere of Besalú are 
good examples of this influence. 

In this sense, there has been talk of eclecticism at the turn 
of the century, in which Catalan architecture opened up  
to a wide range of influences that foreshadowed the Cata-
lan religious architecture scene of the 12th century. A good 
example of the diversity of solutions that this eclecticism 
fostered are the three churches in Besalú, all from around 
the same date but with totally different appearances: Santa 
Maria, with its outstanding quality of architecture and 
sculpture which has aroused so many debates about their 
original dates; Sant Vicenç parish church, with an archaic 
three-nave layout;101 and Sant Pere, with a deambulatory 
with columns and capitals as if it aimed to reflect what was 
being done in certain regions in France.102 Excavations in 
Santa Maria have helped shed light on the layout of the 
church prior to 1000, with three naves and three apses, as 
well as how the archaeological sequence is organised.103 Re-
garding major construction projects, generally speaking 
the architecture from that period provides evidence of an 
opening to the outside world; perhaps towards Italy in La 
Seu d’Urgell, towards Provençal forms in Sant Cugat del 
Vallès and towards Toulouse in the cathedral of Solsona.

Based on evidence from the first half of the 11th centu-
ry, a typology of building had been developed with a ba-
silica layout with one or three naves covered with a barrel 
vault in the central nave and with half-barrel vault on the 
side naves. The model of a chevet with three apses with a 
transept open to a single nave was increasingly rare, al-

Figure 9. Interior of the Seu Vella (old cathedral) of Lleida. Photo: Jesús Cano Sánchez.
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whole linked to a meticulously planned architectural and 
iconographic programme whose style influenced many 
aspects of late Romanesque art in the Mediterranean. In 
the neighbouring town of Arles, another large-scale con-
struction project was undertaken during the same period: 
the western doorway of Saint Trophime, embedded in the 
facade, has a structure similar to that of Saint-Gilles but 
reduced to a single doorway. There we find a composition 
based on architraves and friezes which are completed 
with a colonnade interspersed with statues, like a kind of 
monumental Romanesque religious tribute to the great 
triumphal monuments of the ancient world.105

In the 13th century, the main developments in Catalo-
nia included not only the expansion of the Cistercians but 
also the construction of the Seu Vella (old cathedral) of 
Lleida and the cathedral of Tarragona.106 The functional 
architecture of the Cistercian order had arrived before 
that, however, and had begun to gain ground since the 
first half of the 12th century with the founding of large 
monasteries like Poblet (1149), Santes Creus (1160) and 
Vallbona de les Monges (1157). The functionality that 
was supposed to dominate Cistercian buildings meant 
that they were developed using new technical solutions, 
such as the pointed arch and new concepts of how to lay 
out the architectural spaces and support the roofs. The 
Cistercian order, which played an essential role in defin-
ing a highly characteristic early Gothic style,107 contribut-
ed to Catalan architecture not only new technological so-
lutions for constructing and supporting buildings, such as 
the use of pointed arches and ribbed vaults, but also and 
more importantly new ways of conceiving and structur-
ing the architectural space. In this sense, the specific ar-
chitectural elements were nothing other than the logical 
outcome of giving the building a certain shape according 
to needs which were also quite precise. If a monastery 
needed to create a single meeting area (a chapterhouse 
room, the naves of the church or the cellar), new architec-
tural resources had to be found that would make it feasi-
ble. Cistercian architecture was above all functional, and 
this is how it came to develop a series of technical solu-
tions, some which would clearly survive into the Gothic 
period.

In Catalonia, Romanesque architecture survived for 
many years, until well into the 13th century. The kind of 
architecture grounded on a synthesis between the Ro-
manesque structural tradition and new architectural ele-
ments from the Gothic which had taken root in northern 
France since 1145 was disseminated mainly through the 
construction of parish churches in rural settings which 
show a wide variety of structural solutions.

Generally speaking, Catalan religious architecture in 
the 13th century was characterised by the traditional sub-
strate dating from the second half of the 12th century, in 
terms of both the spatial and structural conception of the 
building and the visual appearance of the architecture it-
self. The floor plan did not vary, while in the elevation of 
churches the pointed shape became widespread in both 

Likewise, starting in the late 11th century, we gradually 
see much more meticulous stonecutting wrought by mas-
ter stonecutters who were highly skilled in their trade. The 
ashlars were larger and better squared, and the blocks were 
arranged in a much more orderly fashion. The neatness of 
the cutting technique made it possible to craft decorative 
architectural elements (cornices, attached columns, im-
posts) which gradually came to enrich the monumentality 
of the basilicas from the 11th century. These ornamental 
elements, which started out quite simple, gradually evolved 
towards more complex forms until becoming large capitals 
and tympana rendered in the second half of the 12th and 
the 13th centuries. Monastery cloisters would play a key 
role in this, with their galleries and double columns hold-
ing up the arcades, which offered vast possibilities for de-
veloping ornamental sculpture. 

Another element imported from abroad is the chevet 
with a deambulatory, which was used in buildings like 
Sant Joan de les Abadesses, Sant Pere of Besalú and the 
monastery of Poblet and was directly inspired by the 11th 
and 12th century French models, although ultimately 
they did not prosper in Catalonia.

Late Romanesque architecture (12th – 
13th centuries)

The late Romanesque got underway in Catalonia – and it 
is worth stressing again – right in the midst of the Gothic 
period. Romanesque architecture from the middle and 
second half of the 12th century, both in Catalonia and el-
sewhere, is characterised by the use of large sculpted faca-
des which follow a strict architectural composition. In 
Catalonia, the triumphal feel of the large doorway in Ri-
poll is highlighted by the shape and composition of the 
architecture of the sculpted façade. It is no longer a car-
bon copy of a classical triumphal arch; rather it reveals 
such profound knowledge among the builders of this kind 
of monument that they were empowered to organise the 
whole into two superimposed levels set off by two stagge-
red columns on either corner crowned by a continuous 
frieze. The comparison with the decoration of Carolingi-
an reliquaries in the shape of triumphal arches offered by 
Eginard in the Abbey of Saint Servatius of Maastricht re-
veals the triumphal symbolism: in both cases the upper 
register appears occupied by an image of Christ triump-
hant which dominates the figures of the historical perso-
nages who have announced, prepared or contributed to 
the fact that the Kingdom of Christ has been realised on 
Earth. This is a Christian version of the Roman program-
mes aimed at glorifying the emperor.104

In Provence, for example, an exceptional monument 
dominates the architectural structure of the 12th century 
facades: the facade of Saint-Gilles-du-Gard. Three door-
ways decorated with statues and reliefs brimming with 
iconography invade the facade, which is in turn enriched 
with pillars, porticoes and columns. They form a coherent 
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The main nave in Tarragona is the tallest of all the pre-
vious examples of Catalan architecture. However, while 
the proportions can be considered Gothic, the concept of 
the spatial layout of the volumes still falls within the Ro-
manesque, despite the size. For example, at first there 
were apparently plans for a graded chevet with five aps es, 
but the presence of the cloister prevented it from being 
built, so the layout of the entire area of the transept and 
presbytery was changed. In contrast, the cruciform pillars 
indicate that the naves were probably originally supposed 
to be covered with ribbed arches.

Another exceptional element in Catalan late Roman-
esque religious architecture is the presence of a high 
number of windows in the central apse, three on the lower 
level and seven on the upper. Despite their pointed shape, 
however, the windows still show an archaic form. The oc-
tagonal cimborio, on the other hand, which was built in 
around the mid-13th century, is also covered with ribbed 
vaults and held up by angular squinches, following a pat-
tern quite similar to that of Sant Cugat.

For the cloister in Tarragona, the builders resorted to a 
typology that we can also find in the Cistercian abbeys 
from the late 12th century, including Santa Maria of 
Poblet or Vallbona de les Monges. This typology is made 
up of four covered galleries with ribbed vaults. The ar-
cades that run around the entire perimeter are structured 
on two levels: on the upper one there is a frieze bearing 
polylobulated elements, as well as six large pointed blind 
arches with two rose or round windows at the peak.

The case of Lleida is no less interesting. The city of Llei-
da was conquered from the Saracens in 1149. As a result 
of this deed, Bishop Guillem Pere de Ravidats consecrated 
the main mosque, built in 832, dedicating it to the Virgin 
Mary. There have been many hypotheses about the loca-
tion of this first cathedral: it has been identified as the 
chapel of the king’s castle or La Suda, and it has also been 
situated near the northern wing of the cloister of today’s 
cathedral in the same place, but with a smaller size. It like-
ly occupied part of the land where the new basilica was 
built after 1203. During the 12th century, there were plans 
to build a new cathedral beginning with the left wing of 
the transept in 1203 and continuing towards the apsidi-
oles on the right wing of the transept until the Anunciata 
doorway, which was finished in around 1215. Bishop 
Guillem de Montcada consecrated the new cathedral of 
Lleida on the 31st of October 1278.

The short time span in which the Seu Vella of Lleida 
was built (1203-1278) leads us to posit a highly unitary 
construction programme with very few modifications. 
We can see two clearly differentiated stages in construc-
tion: the first, which falls within the Romanesque period, 
until before the roof, and the second, which entailed a re-
adaptation of the Romanesque structure so it could sup-
port the Gothic vaults. The whole is balanced, propor-
tional, harmonious and homogenous. The hypothesis of a 
change in approach to the structure of the roof can be jus-
tified by the archaeological interventions, which have re-

arches and barrel vaults. Oftentimes, the only change in 
an architectural style that kept to the pathway laid down 
in the previous century was the introduction of different 
decorative elements. In fact, the shift from semicircular 
barrel vaults to pointed vaults did not entail substantial 
changes in the structure of these buildings. Likewise, the 
pointed vault was not an innovative feature in the 13th 
century if we bear in mind that it can be found in church-
es like Santa Maria of Colera, which had been built in the 
first few decades of the 12th century. The most common 
floor plan was rectangular with a semicircular or flat apse, 
although apses in the Latin cross or more rarely basilica 
shape could also be found.

The cathedrals in Lleida and Tarragona are the two 
major works of architecture from the 13th century and si-
multaneously mark the shift from fully Romanesque ar-
chitecture, whose typological schemas had been devel-
oped in the 11th century, to a kind of architecture that 
began to draw from the Gothic vernacular. They span two 
different worlds not only because their construction last-
ed until the 14th century but also because at the late date 
when the new technical solutions spread by the Cister-
cians were already widely known, the builders of these ca-
thedrals chose an old typology yet one that was deeply 
rooted and had yielded proven results. At the same time, 
these two complexes have similar features, such as (pri-
marily) their constructive unity, despite possible varia-
tions in their construction and the combination of a Ro-
manesque architectural substrate with elements that can 
be regarded as Gothic. Likewise, we cannot lose sight of 
the fact that they became two centres that not only 
spurred new constructions but also became major sculp-
ture workshops.

Construction on the new cathedral of Tarragona began 
in the late 12th century, as gleaned from the testimony left 
by the construction process preserved since 1167. The 
apse was finished by around 1184. The new structure was 
consecrated in the first third of the 13th century, which at 
least indicates that construction was at an advanced stage. 
Since it was located at the highest point within the ancient 
urban nucleus, the shape of the building had to be adapt-
ed to space constraints, and this conditioned its shape, es-
pecially the cloister. 

The church follows the usual model of a Latin cross ba-
silica layout with three naves and a well-defined transept, 
similar to Lleida, which juts out from the naves. The  
chevet is made of three staggered semicircular apses with 
deep presbyteries, in which the central one stands out for 
being deeper and wider than the ones on the side naves. 
However, the crossing does not have symmetrical wings, 
given the fact that the cloister is attached to the northern 
side. Nor does the apsidiole on this side have the same 
proportions as its counterpart. The naves are covered 
with vaults with moulded ribs, and the cruciform pillars 
holding them up show the usual attached columns, here 
in pairs, which are actually an extension of the arches of 
the vaults.
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vealed that the columns on the ends of the transept, the 
first part to be built, were designed from the foundations 
up, which leads us to believe that a ribbed roof might have 
been planned from the start, instead of a barrel vault as 
previously thought.

The Seu Vella of Lleida falls within the typology of the 
Romanesque building with a basilica floor plan, with 
three naves and a transept that is clearly marked both 
horizontally and vertically. It originally had five apses, 
only the second of which is preserved on the northern 
side, and a central apse, which has a large presbytery. It 
was a perfectly symmetrical structure that included a 
staggered chevet with five semicircular apses decreasing 
in size. The structure of the chevet is similar to the one in 
Tarragona, but in this case it is much more unitary and 
skilfully resolved. 

The naves, which are quite short, are arranged into 
three stretches clearly marked by arcades covered with 
ribbed vaults held up by complicated cruciform pillars 
with attached columns, which start from one podium and 
receive the ribs of the vault and the reinforcement arch. In 
the middle of the transept is an octagonal cimborio cov-
ered by an eight-part ribbed vault raised over four 
squinches and four arches. In the wings of the transept, 
on the southern and western facade, the doors of the 
building follow the traditional schemes of Romanesque 
art, while the cloister with its quarters and the belfry are 
located in front of the temple’s main facade, which has 
three doors, one per nave. However, the main entrance, 
and therefore the main doorway into the church, is 
known as Els Fillols doorway and is located on the central 
part of the “Epistle” nave.

Despite the late date, the use of ribbed vaults and the 
introduction of elements from Gothic architecture such 
as the pointed arch, we cannot consider the Seu Vella of 
Lleida a Gothic building in that the layout of the architec-
tural elements and space and the treatment of light are 
clearly Romanesque. Another element that reinforces the 
presence of a Romanesque idea is the fact that it retained 
the semicircular windows in the nave with archivolts and 
columns, even though the cimborio features a Gothic 
arch and simple tracery.

The Seu Vella of Lleida thus represents the maturity of 
Catalan Romanesque architecture at a late date, when the 
previous formulations were very coherently compiled 
and combined with the new contributions, without this 
synthesis breaking the unity of the design.

The late 12th and early 13th centuries was a time in 
which the West witnessed a unique artistic paradox in the 
history of art. The regions in northern France had been 
undergoing the revolution of a new style, Gothic architec-
ture, for almost half a century, while further south along 
the Mediterranean, yet also in other regions of Europe, a 
traditional style, the Romanesque, was experiencing an-
other renaissance, another life, not because of a lack of 
knowledge of the Gothic being built near, Paris but out of 
the sheer will of the designers of these buildings.
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