Gandesa — A Church in New Catalonia

Fig 1

Introduction

Gandesa is a small town situated in the south o&§ana Province and, thus, on the
southern edge of Catalonia. The church, dedicatédssumpcio, was built in the XVII
and XVIII centuries on the site of an earlier Romsgue church. This earlier church was
built in the latter years of the XII century. Thed west door (fig 1) and part of the west
facade from this earlier church remain. The chwalld not be considered as being a
particularly outstanding church from any point &w; but the sculptures on the facade,



though of very naive facture, are of extraordinatgrest and merit both a full
description and analysis.
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General Description

The west door is set below seven arches or vossamund the top and a broad line of
capitals joined to friezes each side of the dobe &rches, capitals and friezes have
sculptures that cover most of the exposed surfa@tas/e the doorway is a line of
modillions. The only other decoration on the fageden two small capitals in a window
(fig 2) that is set to the left and above the daymwi he overall style has been described
as being in the style of the Lleida School (1)p#rticular, the door of Sta Maria at
Agramunt has been suggested (Fig 2a). Howeve trerother churches in the southern
half of Catalonia that share characteristics with tioorway. We will look at these later.

Fig 2a. Agramunt — west door

The area was under Moorish domination until addi85. (Hence the term ‘New
Catalonia’ to distinguish it from the area that ha@ohained free from the rule of the
Moors). It was some ten years before there wasnargerenewal of church buildings
after the re-conquest. There was, therefore, ng $danding tradition of sculpture in the
area except that of Moorish origin. In generataih be said that the decoration of the
new churches in the area was reliant on influefroes that church which sponsored the
rebuilding. In the case of Lleida, it was initiabgholden directly to the Counts of
Barcelona. They encouraged the installation of rdach as the Knights Hospitaliers, in
part as a reward for their part in the re-conquBst. Barcelona area today still retains a
rich Romanesque heritage, exemplified by Sant CdgglYalles, Barbera del Valles and
Santa Anna and Sant Pere de les Puelles, bothraeBaa itself. But the styles of
decoration and sculpture at Gandesa do not sedmwon any of these churches. An
alternative might be Cubells in Lleida Provincet that church is almost the same date
as Gandesa. Some of the sculptures at Gandesalnaaeteristics to be seen in the



churches of Cerdanya (east of Andorra); and, asha# see, there is one connection
with a church near the coast of Roussillon, in Eean

Capitals and Frieze Left of Door

Fig 3



Fig 4

The seven capitals to the left of the door are@thpletely covered with sculpture (figs 3
& 4). The inner one has a lively scene of figutas;remainder have decorative themes
based on interlace and foliage patterns. The smuddthe inner capital has a very
vibrant but naive style. The figures are executeg inanner that imparts movement and
life but with a crude definition of the bodies.

Fig5

Fig 6



The scene is clearly intended to be one of jollityere is a central figure on the apex of
the capital. He is larger than the others, is wepai toga-like robe and holds in one hand
the seven-armed Candelabrum and in the other, whickld high, he holds a leaf that
resembles a fig leaf. The candelabrum is intimadslociated with the Jewish religion as
the Menorah, one of the three chief furnishingthefancient Temple of Jerusalem. Its
origins are obscure, though the need for the ite®s elearly set out in the Book of
Exodus. For some it represents the biblical Buridnogh; for others its origins lie with
pagan goddesses such as Asherah (mentioned irottedd Jeremiah). She was a
‘Mother Goddess’, and the candelabrum is madenabsyise the Tree of Life. The first
suggestion, namely that it was laid down by GoBbodus, is the most widely accepted.

On the left (as we look at it) there are six sriglires; two appear to be wearing
coronets or crowns; a third has another form ofilesss, whilst the remaining three are
bare-headed. All are wearing a ‘kilt’ or ‘skirt’ drall appear to be holding hands. Whilst
it is likely that those with crowns are males, thiex nothing to indicate the sex of the
others. Above each small figure is a small flow&he left one is partly obscured).

To the right of the central figure is a more dedted looking scene. There a couple
locked, arm in arm; to the left is a single, clumsixecuted figure that seems to be
holding a large ribbed or studded item in thetaithe right of the couple part of a leg
can be seen. This suggests that there may havearmerto this scene than has survived
today; above the couple is a prostrate figure. Prison is resting the head on an
upraised arm. The detail around the head and oohtkst would seem to show this figure
to be female.

So much for the description. What is this scenaith®he figure with the candelabrum

is almost certainly intended to be one of the Jevwdaders or prophets but not a king. So
Moses or Jeremiah spring to mind. The line of dagdigures that includes crowned
heads suggests a court where festivities are tgkange. It would now seem probable that
this is the court of Nebuchadrezar, King of Babyldhe right side would then be an
image depicting the debauched state into whiclldéiwes had fallen, a condition that
caused God to deliver the Jews into the hands béibleadrezar and captivity (2). There
may be other interpretations.

Let us now look at the remaining six capitals te lgft of the door. These depict interlace
and foliage. Whilst in some circumstances interlzae symbolise the continuous unity
of God'’s creation, in this setting the capitals lu@ight to be decorative only. This
applies to those with foliage as well. Though @l be noted that three of the capitals
have a small head and that foliage or strandsteflate are coming from their mouths.
Human heads uttering foliage and set in foliagaeferred to as Green men. Such heads
have, since early antiquity, had symbolic mean8@netimes these are forces for good;
at others they are to be seen as forces of evimAlrheads uttering foliage are probably
even more common in Romanesque sculpture; the lmadsually those of felines, but
not always. It is very possible that such heads lags/e symbolism in certain situations.
(Seenttp:/iww.green-man-of-cercles.org/articlesimen_among_vines.pdf for more details).It is a
debatable point as to whether these heads havalzofig meaning here. If they have,




then it is as a sub-set of the main decorativeabtbe capital. The left hand capital
depicts foliage but in the form of trees. The tdphe centre tree ends in a cup. There are
two birds dipping their beaks into this chalic&g(right hand bird is damaged). The
scene is a familiar one: the birds are ‘genericv&othat symbolised the Old Testament
Covenant made between God and Man after the floddree events of Noah's Ark. This
Covenant was renewed with the Crucifixion of Chiistthe redemption of Man; this
renewal is symbolised by two Doves drinking frora tihalice. The chalice is the
symbolic focus at Mass or Holy Communion. (For mideéail see the article entitled
‘Some Birds in Romanesque Sculpture’rdtp://www.green-man-of-cercles.ory/

Fig7

Let us now turn to the frieze that runs away ledtrf the seventh capital. (fig 8)

Fig 8

Judging from the uneven gaps between the stoigpribbable that this frieze was
dismantled and replaced at some time in the passilply when the church was rebuilt.
There is no certainty that the stones were replac#te correct place. The centre stone
with the small figures matches neither the stoniéstaght nor left. The outer stones,
however, are correctly positioned. It may not mateeach stone may stand alone in its
iconography and symbolism.



The right hand stone (fig 9) has two diminutiveufigs with large misshapen heads and
deformed bodies. Both have outrageous headdresy.&afipear to be tumbling through
the sky ‘Peter Pan’ fashion. Behind and apparentpursuit is an animal. There is
insufficient detail to determine whether it is agdbon or some other animal. Any
interpretation on such scant evidence is unrelibbtehis may be an illustration of
sinners or, more probably, devils tumbling throtgl.

Fig 9

The next stone to the left (fig 10) may be incortgl&here is, as we shall see later
another stone that has some similar characteristicee right side of the door. But the
two stones have several differences in style obddion that make it improbable that
they were intended to be side by side. Nonethefleegs should be another related stone
to the right of this one. There are four crudelgved figures. There are no indicators that
help in identifying who they represent; all aretedathe one on the right has a smart
hairdo and has an object over his right shouldarithsecured around his neck by a
chain; the second from the left is seated withhlaisds held together is if in
contemplation; the left one has an object on lgistrshoulder that may be an animal or
bird that is whispering in his ear. This last itenwvery weathered but if it has been
accurately described then it would be a ‘counséliat (or animal)’. The figures are
almost certainly intended to be four of the Apastiee will see six more on the right
side of the door; the other two are missing, propaibm the right side of this stone.



Fig 10

The next stone is in two parts (11). The larget,garthe right, comprises 10 loops of
interlace. Four of these loops have a small bitthgiin them; the birds are all facing the
small figure to the left.

Fig 11

The last sculpture on the left front is that of@a#l crowned figure. The figure gazes out
at the viewer with a very regal look. The sculgtas given him a very well defined
crown that has a small cross in the centre. Irhhigs he holds foliage. Sitting on the
frond in his left hand is a bird. Its bill is opbat it is unclear whether this is to represent
the bird talking or to enable it to seize the téphe crown. The former suggestion is the
more probable, making this another ‘counsellor’bide cannot tell whether this is an
‘extract’ from a biblical Old Testament story or illastration of a local ruler who is



shown as being not only God’s anointed but aldme@isg in communication with God

and in receipt of his guidance through the birdt lB2fore leaving this sculpture we must
look round the corner to the left because the stoméinues and the content presents us
with something quite different in tone (fig12). @re corner, at the top, is a hideous mask
with jaws open that looms over a small figure. fie left is the top of the torso of another
small figure that has one arm raised as if in salBetween these two very simply
sculptured figures is an animal, which has therrdtoody, the lowered head and curly
tail of a pig. The pig was considered by the Jensat unclean. It is possible that the
object in front of the animal’s jaw is the headaakptile. A closer look at this group
reveals a rather indistinct bird above the shouddéhe right hand figure; furthermore,
this bird is facing away from the man, rather tt@anards him and his ear (fig 12a). If the
bird were a ‘counsellor bird’ than either it haddd or is not trying to offer the figure the
wise advice as to his future conduct.

Fig12



Fig 12a

Without being in the mind of the sculptor and wheresommissioned the sculpture it is
difficult to interpret all the details. It may bedical to see the crowned king as being one
who is acting in accordance with God’s law; theufegto the left, along with the bird, pig
and possible reptile might then represent theradtere of evil and disorder. The
remaining element of this frieze leading to the jeith the main west wall depicts

foliage and is of no symbolic significance.

Capitals and Frieze Right of the Door
The sculptures to the right of the door are thekeaf the same sculptor or team that did

those on the left. As on the right, there are seagmitals, of which one has a major scene
that covers the two exposed faces (figs 13 & 14).
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Fig 13

Fig 14

The first capital, which is next to the door, like counterpart to the left of the door, is
full of life and interest (figs 15 & 16). Howevet does pose problems for its
interpretation. The total scene consists of eigjurés; the three nearest the middle on
the corner of the capital are larger than the radesi. At least three of the figures are
wearing a crown. These crowns are in the form efdimple coronet similar to those
worn by the members of the court scene to theofdfie door. One other figure has
another form of headdress. The figures on thealgfiear to be in a joyous mood of
celebration; those on the right are sombre and apphars to be carrying at least one
object; the right hand one holds a twig with leaaed a small bird; the middle one has a
small cross; the third also holds a sprig of leaara®, in his right hand, a lighted candle in
a candle stick. The tall crowned figure on the rrighs a very wide breast plate that
appears to be studded with jewels. The left tglife also has a similar breast plate, but
he is uncrowned. Both the outer tall figures aranvey the same ‘kilt’ or ‘skirt’ that we
saw on the capital opposite. The central figur@sse uncrowned but is holding a
rectangular object that may be a book or a religuBnere is in the centre of this object a
mason’s mark (or tacheron), a(For more on this subject see the article ondzug

marks that may be found elsewhere on this sita¥ [Elaves the eighth figure. Only part
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is visible on the extreme edge next to the doas. dttall figure that, to judge from the
luxuriant hair style, is intended to be female (IT4)e other participants are three birds
that are much larger than the one held by the aigall hand figure. Two of the birds are
above the head of the central figure with theilshikar his head. The right hand one is
being held in position by the crowned tall figuBzhind the shoulder of the figure with
the candle is a thin, straight pole. The final detahe line of daisy-like flowers.

Fig 15

Fig 16
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Fig 17

The interpretation is complicated. The breast-phaitght have symbolised the High-
priest of Israel, but we have two figures with ofike ‘skirts’ might have been to identify
them as Roman soldiers, but we have a king. Thdl snoas probably excludes any Old
Testament story. The figures on the right carrgbgects might have been the Magi, but
we lack in other connection with a Nativity scefie birds in all four instances here are
in the role of symbolising the familiar ‘Counselloird’ providing God’s guidance. The
scene could be one of a formal gathering or coumale likely is that it represents a
dedication ceremony. Thus we have, to the rigletfolnmal procession that is in or is
going to the church. That group benefits from Gapliglance through the large bird at
the end; the smaller bird being carried symbolieescontinued guidance that is to come
through the church. The tall central figure is domor, holding the symbol of his gift. He
is clearly not the ruler nor is he a cleric. Thierus the crowned figure right of centre
and he is clearly generous in his advice, whichd&®from God and which he passes to
the donor through the symbolic medium of the biide figures to the left are celebrating
the event, though the presence of the female isplaieed, as are many other details
such as the jewelled breast-plates, the thin ataffthe other crowns.

The next four capitals are of interlace and foliagd are decorative only. Then there are
two capitals that have similar content (figs 18 &.1Each has eight small figures or
heads that are contained within a small arch. idheds on the left one include one with
a toga, others with formal cloaks, one with snakespped around its feet, a deformed
woman, a monstrous bearded head with, belowdhild with a hand holding an object
to its mouth, a prone figure wrapped in the cluscbtthe foliage decorating the top of
the capital and a lion’s head in the corner; fa $skecond we have incomplete pictures but
visible are several more robed figures; two figusaeghe right, one with a deformed
head, wear a chasuble. All are framed by a peacly @here does not seem to be any
obvious connection between these people exceptitbgtimay all be a typical cross-
section of attendees at the church. In which aagsesculptor had his tongue in his cheek
when he carved many of them for they seem to heatares.

13



Fig 18

Fig 19

We now come to the frieze that runs away to thietriggm the corner (fig 20). This
consists of two sections of interlace with a lotane with six small figures.

14



Fig 20

The first section of interlace is attached to thpital to the left with the small figures. It
is decorative only. We then come to the six smgllres (fig 21).

Fig 21
As with all the other figures, these are carvedhweérve and are crude and naive in style.

Remembering that these are late XIl century, tresrlan uncanny similarity in concept
to those on the lintel at the priory church of 8n& des Fontaines in Roussillon (which

at that time was part of the possession of Aradfmnp?2).

Fig 22

In the case of the lintel, which is dated 1019 @20, we have Christ as the focal point
with a token number of Apostles. At Gandesa, weettian, having seen four on the other
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side of the door; we have already indicated thabther two are missing. It would seem
very probable that either the person who commigsldhe frieze or, more likely, the
sculptor had seen the lintel at St Genis des Foegaand used it as his model for the two
friezes, especially for the one on the right ofdleer. One has to wonder why he thought
that one Apostle, the one on the extreme rightlsheear a crown. Though it is a matter
of speculation only, the sculptor could have o/ggd in what is now Roussillon. On the
re-conquest of New Catalonia there was a needptaprdate the area; he might have
been one of the immigrants.

The next stone is one of interlace (fig 23).

Fig 23

The pattern and quality of the interlace is ideadtio that on the stone to the left of the
Apostles. The left side has a very rough, unfinisbdge, which suggests that it may once
have been longer; the right edge has a proper gdgirere are two birds set on the
surface of the interlace. Why they were so plasathclear; they are not typical of most
other examples of birds used in sculpture at targog.

The remainder of the decoration to the right isodetive (fig 24). Next to the interlace is
a capital with foliage in the form of short twigsthvleaves. And round the corneris a
stone with an interlace pattern. The stone is kmotdor the space; this implies that it
was not originally in that spot.

16



Fig 24

The Arches over the West Door

Fig 25

Of the decorated arches two have a repetitivedelgattern. But amongst the stones that
make up the patterning there are five that haviptmes of animals; three are on the
inner of the two; the remaining sculptures arealthe outermost arch. We cannot be
sure whether these stones were originally patiedé arches or whether they came from
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another arch on the original church and were usedlace lost or damaged stones. On
the outer rim on the lower left side and towardsright side there are two stones with
interlace that should, surely, be part of the irdemorated arch which is of interlace.
There is a further section near the top of the;ahdh one has a slight upward bend in it
on the right end, which suggests that it also le@nlve-employed. There are a number of
stones also near the top and one to the lefhidnat different foliage patterns that also
are probably re-employed from other parts of tinecstire.

Beginning with the inner arch, on the left there &avo stones with sculptures (fig 26).
The lower one (left in picture) shows a dog-likenaal turning to fend off a following
prehistoric-looking monster. The next stone demotdong-necked animals that appear
to be fighting. The next stone with animals on #rish is to be found just to the right of
centre (fig 27). It shows a plucky little dog foNmg in the steps of a proud-looking
griffin.

Fig 26

Fig 27
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On the outer arch there are two more stones witihgiobjects (figs 28 & 28a). This also
shows one of the re-used stones that has foliagiethB stone with the figure and birds is
particularly interesting. There is a single figoféering the Chalice to a bird, probably
intended to be a Dove and symbolising the Coveofiite New Testament. To their

right are two more winged creatures drinking framother Chalice. This is a re-emphasis
of the Covenant symbolised for us today in the Maddoly Communion; the use of the
animals here is affirm that the Covenant is fomdib believe.

Fig 28

Fig 28a

Finally on this area of the arch, there is a siiadl in the lower right corner of the
adjacent stone. The bird is the wrong way up bexthesstone was incorrectly
positioned when the fagade was rebuilt.

On the left side of this arch are three stonesateaprobably re-employed. There is the

afore-mentioned interlace, then one with a lovedywywbranch with leaves and finally a
third with short parallel fronds and a diminutivgure at the top (right end in fig 29).
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Fig 29

Modillions

The only sculptures on the facade that have nat deseussed are the modillions. These
are at figs 30 (left side) and 31 (right side). Tihedillions are separated by thin strips of
frieze. These have patterns that are unlike tegdrpatterns elsewhere on the facade.
They were probably always intended to be positicmethey are.

Fig 30

Fig 31

The modillions include several that are of inter&tthose to the left (fig 30), the barrel
at the end is a warning against drunkenness. Olower row (fig 31) the left one is
female who is exposing what she should keep coysteslis holding an animal in her
left hand and an indistinct object in her rightcBlewd sculptures are surprisingly
frequent particularly as modillions (3). Most aramings against fornication. The right
two modillions show a cat with a long tail rising its back and next to that an Eagle.
The cat as such is not very common in Romanesauptsce, though it could be that
many of the lions and felines are in fact intenttebde cats. The Eagle symbolises two
characters: the all-seeing God or the protectind (Ge@e article on ‘Some birds in
Romanesque Sculpture’ attp://www.green-man-of-cercles.org).
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‘Lleida school’ models

In the initial description of the doorway at Ganalese noted that it had been suggested
that the doorway was in the style of the Lleidadadhof which Agramunt was sited as
an example. In the Southern half of Catalonia tleeeseveral other churches that have
doorways that share some of the characteristidsave seen at Gandesa. The principle
features are a doorway that is set between atfieastolumns topped by capitals. Above
the door are several arches. In at least one thareympanum with sculpture. The
columns may be sculptured. An example is to be ae#re church of Sta Maria de
Cubells, which has decoration that is common t@ss\churches of the area (32).

Fig 32
The capitals are sculptured with a range of motéieging from vegetation, geometric,
animals and birds, figures; some of these lasbesidentified as priests or biblical

persons, but many are anonymous. The biblical scareefew. An example, at Vedu, is
of Abraham’s sacrifice of his son (fig 33).

Fig 33

The depth of carving at Verdu is similar to thaGaindesa; the capitals are separated by
longer sculptor plagues; as at Gandesa thereesgixe use of interlace decoration (34).
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Fig 34

At El Pla de Sta Maria the capitals and intervergtegjues are to be seen inside the
church (35).

Fig 35

The capitals and intervening sculptured plaqueg laavabacus or frieze of decoration
running above them. Examples are at Verdu (fige8) Sta Maria de Bell-Lloc (fig37).

Fig 36 Fig 37

At Gandesa we see scenes with a figure, a birdvahiical animals; these are very
similar to capitals at Sta Maria de Bell-Lloc (88).
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Fig 38

Above the door are seven arches several of whzlkdecorated with geometric patterns
and animal and bird motifs. The related churchss hhve numerous arches several of
which are also decorated. The best example is &trgnt (39).

Fig 39

Builder's marks

Builder's marks are very commonly seen in partsafthern Catalonia. They had been
used for centuries before this church was buileyftan provide historians with clues
about the construction of the church. Mention Hesady been made of themark to be
seen on the hand held object on the capital le¢ti@oor. There are others on the
facade; they include: E, I, T, L, a triangle, + ansitar. The building to the north also has
builder's marks. It is possible that those stonesavoriginally part of the church fabric.
(See the article ‘Builder's Marks (or tacherons)Rwmanesque Churches’ at
http://www.green-man-of-cercles.ofof more details).
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Conclusion

The facade of the church at Gandesa provides awafayaried sculpture. The
sculptures share a uniform quality and style thatiry much in the tradition of
Romanesque and is of a style that is similar totthbe seen on several churches in the
South of Catalonia. Whilst the sculptor or sculptoray not have been in the top flight as
regards skill, they have, nonetheless, createdsmbidt are full of fascinating details that
are easily overlooked at first glance. Whilst isteen possible to interpret some, others
remain an enigma; the difficulties of interpretatizave been compounded by the fact
that the stones of the fagade are not in the seguanposition that they were originally
when the fagcade was built.

For further information see:
http://www.romanicocatalan.com/02d-T arragona/T ér@é@andesa/Gandesaimg-16.htm
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