
CULTURAL HERITAGE OF BIZKAIA

St. Anne’s Arch

Town:

Durango.

Location:

C/ Andramari, 1

Access:

In the centre of the old quarter
of Durango.

Other places of interest nearby:

Cruz (Cross) de Kurutziaga.
Durango.

Palacio Etxezarreta.
(Museum of Art & History).
Durango.

Casa Consistorial (Town Hall).
Durango.

Church of San Pedro de Tabira.
Durango.

In the Middle Ages, city walls were one of the major 
visual differences between town and country. The fortified wall 
marked the boundary separating two different worlds and, as 
elsewhere, mediaeval Basque villas, or boroughs, built them 
as a defence against the dangers and perils lurking beyond.

This was very much the case with Durango, a mediaeval 
borough built on the crossroads where the roads from the 
coast in the north to Castile in the south and between 
neighbours Bizkaia and Guipúzcoa met. Although several gates 
of the wall survive in literary or graphic records, only one is 
still with us physically today, the Arco de Santa Ana, or St. 
Anne’s Arch, set in the plaza of the same name and marking 
the exit of the old way to Castile, improved to take carts and 
carriages at the end of the 18th century. This is probably the 

best-known and most easily 
identifiable of Durango’s older 
monuments, not least because 
its artistic merits more than 
match its symbolic value.

In 1743, the Town Council 
decided to replace the by then 
ruinous Renaissance gateway 
overlooking the road to Castile 
with a modern design more in 
keeping with the times. Local 
architect Juan de Herdoiza was 
commissioned to produce the 
design and specifications. At 
the end of the year the work 
wa s  a d j u d i c a t e d  t o  a  
stonemason from Berriz called 
Juan de Zubiaga, on the 
condition that the previous 
gateway’s escutcheon, dating 
from 1566, was left in place.

Little expense was spared 
in the overall conception and 
execution of the Arco de Santa 
Ana, it being a monumental 
two-storey triumphal arch with 
a round arch opened into the 
lower storey’s impressive mass 
of sandstone ashlar providing 

clearance of 3.44 metres. Rising above the briefest of terraces, 
the second stage bears the arms of the House of Austria at 
the centre of the outer face, with a niche opened into the inner 
side overlooking the plaza and, on either side two symmetrical, 
cylindrical, domed turret-like affairs that give the arch a vaguely 
military feel.

In contrast to its monumental size, the formal language 
of the arch is actually more restrained, and very much of its 
time, being the sort of unemphatic Baroque that tended to 
characterise architecture in the Basque Country as a whole 
and Bizkaia in particular. Everything about it, from the simple 
foreshortened plates at the sides of the arch, the imposts, the 
triangular pediment above the shield, to the system of ball-
topped pinnacles over the pilasters and the

balustrade, is intelligently moderate and disciplined, a 
sort of bridge between the severe and the ornamented Baroque 
styles.

Besides the arch’s functional success as a major gateway 
for traffic, it is especially valuable for its balance, the 
harmonious image of the parts, the beauty of the whole and, 
above all, its monumental scope.

The terrace of this beautifully sited arch has been used 
as gallery for the local authorities in religious festivities and 
popular fiestas.
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