or the last 30 years, Spain
E has had an almost unrelenting

passion for modernisation.
Striving to make up for possible lost
time, loaking forwards to the future has
driven a construction boom. On the one
hand it is the European ‘vanguardista’ of
contemporary city architecture and on
the other, the powerhouse of the soulless
tower block. Yet this diverse, present day
built environment has also been shaped
by amongst others the Romans, the
Arabs, and the Catholic monarchs. There
are a bunch of cultural, architectural and
historical routes one can use as a basis
to explore these lasting legacies, many
of which the United Nations Education,
Scientific & Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) has recognised as worthy of
World Heritage status.

For literary and artistic romantics,
following the route of Washington Irving,
the 19th century writer, is a good choice.
Taking in the cities of Seville, Cordoba
and Granada you experience a heady
mix of Spanish-Muslim palaces and
mosques. The Alhambra palaces and
gardens, in Granada, must be amongst
the most iconic of this era.

Go early or late in the day off-season and
you can capture the magic of this place.
Exploring the courtyards and gardens
you listen to the meditative splashing of
fountains and smell the Mediterranean
mix of jasmine, herbs and roses. Built in
the 14th century, the hilltop Royal City is
the final legacy of the Nasrid Dynasty and
is now one of Spain’s most visited sites.

My best experience of the Alhambra
however has been from the air; taking a
private aerial sightseeing tour with the
local Granada based firm Dimension
Aerea in one of their light aircraft. From
this perspective you can truly capture the
amazing citadel, nestling amongst pines
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and outcrops of rock. No noisy queues
to contend with; just a 360-degree

view of one of the most fascinating and
dramatic parts of Andalucia. You can

also soar over the rooftops and narrow
streets of the Albaicin Arab quarter,
another UNESCO site. It's no surprise
that Boabdil, the last of the Moorish kings
of Granada, cried when he lost the city to
Spain’s Catholic monarchs.

Further west, Cordoba was the capital of
the Caliphate Empire five centuries before
Granada’s golden era. The historic centre
of Cordoba retains its maze of narrow
streets, although these are now crowded
with gift shops and artisans’ studios.

The Mezquita however is the focus of
most visitors and was one of the largest
mosgues in the world.

Cordoba’s mosque underwent major
changes following the Spanish
reconquista. Today you can see this
extraordinary fusion of Islamic and
Christian architecture as you walk
amongst the warmly lit Arabic columns
and double arches of marble, jasper and
onyx towards the huge Renaissance
Christian cathedral nave that has
transplanted the former heart of the
mosque.

Leaving the scented orange blossom and
olive groves of the route of Washington
Irving and instead taking the ‘Via de

la Plata’ (the Silver Route) you follow

in the footsteps of Roman traders that
connected the south, from Seville,
through valleys, between mountains and
across windswept plains to the Spanish
northern coast at Gijon. Developed
through the centuries from medieval
times to the 19th century, the route

is now mostly shiny new high-speed
autopista. For the first leg you can cruise
in fifth gear from Andalucia’s capital,
Seville, to Mérida through peaceful,
rolling countryside of oak forests.

What better way to uncover the roots of modern Spain

than through the discovery of the country’s rich and diverse
architectural past? Here'’s a snapshot taking in some of the
country’s most popular routes and its UNESCO blockbuster sites.







