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Sanctuary of Urkiola

Town:
Abadiño.
Location:
Durango-Otxandio road.
Urkiola mountain pass.
Opening hours:
The Sanctuary may be visited
at any time.
Other places of interest nearby:
Ancient hospital.
Rectory.
Hospedería (Hospice)
de San Antonio.
Ancient roadway and hermitage of Santa
Apolonia.
Cemetery.
Way of the Cross.
Hermitage of Santo Cristo (The Sacred Christ).
The Pol Pol fountain.
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Amountain pass linking Vizcaya with Alava to the south,
Urkiola is one of the magical places of this part of north-
eastern Spain. From remote, certainly undocumented times,
St. Anthony, Hermit, the patron saint of animals, whose feast
day is 17 January, and St. Anthony of Padua, whose feast day
is 13 June, have received worship there.

Many deeply-rooted traditions survive in the surrounding
mountains and valleys. Such rites include the offering of the
children (with the symbolic rescue of their weight in wheat,
oil or wax), the urrixena (thanksgiving for the earth’s
fruitfulness) and the fiesta of wedded couples, the tradition
of couples plighting their troth as they walk around the strange
stone (said to be a meteorite) that stands in front of the church.

The Sanctuary and other buildings
Essentially, Urkiola is a set of buildings built around the

church at different times. They include a rectory, the old
hospital and the hospice. Close by is a cemetery, a Way of
the Cross and Calvary, two hermitages (Santa Apolonia and
the Sacred Christ) and several fountains, all ingredients giving
the place its special air of mystery and symbolism.

Urkiola is known to have become a place of worship in
the Middle Ages, but no physical or documentary record of
that time survives. However, records do show that Urkiola
boasted a modest temple with a portico and an adjoining
hospital in the first half of the 17th century. This survived,
albeit in a rather precarious condition, until 1870, when master
mason Pedro José Astarbe from Durango built the present
bell tower.

The present-day 60 x 30 metre macro-Sanctuary was
conceived in the atmosphere of renewed religious fervour
that followed the Restoration of the Spanish Monarchy after
the major social crises of the 19th century. However, the plans
proved so ambitious that they were never entirely realized.

Following the design criterion used in the construction
of the new cathedral in Vitoria, the then diocesan capital of
the Basque Country, the neo-mediaeval style was chosen. In
1888-89, work began on the plans and conditions drawn up
by José María Basterra.

Work would be suspended, never to be resumed (at least
on the core building) in 1928. The Sanctuary was consecrated
in the same state in 1933. So the nucleus of Urkiola today is
a large, unfinished church in the neo-mediaeval style with a
neo-classical tower.

The original church was quite clearly meant to follow the
basilica formula, with a rectangular chevet and three naves,
much wider and taller than the laterals, which were reduced
to little more than glorified walkways.

Only the chevet, the first section and one more section
of low naves were actually built. Neither the porticoes, features
of major symbolic significance in sanctuary buildings, nor the
flight of steps with its two flanking 40 metre high towers, ever
got beyond the foundation-laying stage. Happily, the existing
tower was not demolished.

Modern restoration work mitigated the severity of the
screen wall, built to make the constructed part of the church
serviceable. Abutments and cleanouts in particular gave the
wall a particularly harsh appearance. This area is now the
chevet, the choir having been transferred to the original chevet.

Furniture
Over the years, many religious and secular objects of

varying quality and origin have been amassed at the Sanctuary,
enough to stock a small religious and ethnographic museum.
The collection contrasts sharply with the furnishings of the
Sanctuary building, devastated by fire on several well-
documented occasions. The most outstanding pieces are the
18th century Rococo-style carvings of St. Anthony, Hermit
and St. Anthony of Padua, exhibited against a modern stained
glass window.

Romanic versions of St. Anthony and an attractive Virgin
with Child are to be found in the chapel of the Santísimo
(Most Holy).


