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The old convent of San Agustín

Town:

Durango.

Location:

San Agustinalde, 8-12.

Access:

On the other side of the river from the old quarter of 
the town.

Other places of interest nearby:

Arch of Santa Ana.
Durango.

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

Casa Consistorial (Town Hall).
Durango.

Church of Santa María de Uribarri.
Durango.

During the Counter-Reformation, in a bid to combat heresy 
and religious deviationism of all kinds, Philip II of Spain and his 
successors tried to orient the frequent private spiritual retreats of 
the faithful, and particularly those of the beatas, as the country’s 
legion of extremely, almost excessively, devout women were known, 
towards seclusion in convents.

This is the original reason for the existence of many convents 
in Bizkaia, although it doesn’t actually apply to the old convent of 
San Agustín (St. Augustine) in Durango, which was promoted by the 
then centuries’-old Augustinian order. However, it did resemble the 
others in a number of ways, including its dependence on a private 
legacy, in this case from Domingo de Garro, a caballero, or knight, 
of the Order of Calatrava. Its pleasant, advantageous location on the 
outskirts of the town was another similarity.

Although the Augustinians had been in Durango - none too 
securely at first - since 1584, the Order did not gain a firm footing until 
the second half of the 17th century. In 1662, with the legacy secure, 
the Augustinians were finally able to begin work on a large convent, 
consisting of a church and a residential area set around a patio.

The institution continued to work until the sale of Church lands 
promoted by Joseph Bonaparte in the early 19th century. From then 
on it passed to the local council, which used the residential area 
around the patio first as a hospital and then as a home for old people. 
The church was only recently recycled as a venue for cultural events. 
In both cases, restoration work and remodelling was needed, although 
none of it affected the spirit of the original buildings.

Building

Together, the two parts of the convent, church and residence, 
make a magnificent whole. Besides the access leading to the patio, 
the ample street-facing façade also boasts a substantial abbatial 
balcony with iron parapet and a solid-looking coat of arms.

The sizeable church (43 x 18 metres), which remains virtually 
unchanged, consists of a three-sectioned nave with small chapels 
set between the buttresses and the high choir at the end opposite 
the chevet, over an entrance hall leading to the street. Further in, it 
boasts a transept with aligned arms and a slightly flattened, 
rectangular chapel. Brickwork covers the central section of the transept 
in the Baroque style, while the main part of the nave has a star vault 
system. Simple Gothic cross vaulting is used in the rest of the 
building.

Very popular in the late 15th century, this particular way of planning 
a church is in fact known as the Reyes Católicos style, i.e., the one used 
during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella, the Catholic Kings.

An unusual feature of this church is the enormous vertical 
rectangular façade with porch-cum-market place that opens onto 
the street through round arches. A large window to the east is set 
into the wall to illuminate the choir, and close by a niche houses a 
stone image of St. Augustine.

The only grudging concessions to the Baroque, the style in 
vogue when the church was built, are to be found in the entrance 
doorway, lintelled and moulded between pilasters with a frieze of 
glyphs above, topped by a voluted pediment. Inside the church, the 
severity of the system of round arches on smooth capitals and 
pilasters, transverse arches and keystones, none of which lends itself 
easily to ornamentation or fantasy, makes the interior even more 
forbiddingly austere.

Juan de Ansola, a controversial master mason from Eibar who 
directed the reconstruction of the church of Santa María de Uribarri 
(see no. 57 in this series) for a number of years, was responsible for 
designing and finishing the work. At no time did Ansola step outside 
the guidelines imposed by the then predominant restrained regional 
Baroque. For the building’s façade, he used the same system 
employed in the classical Franciscan convent in Toledo and followed 
the late mediaeval Castilian style mentioned above for the distribution 
of space within the church. Neither Ansola nor his brother-in-law 
and partner Martín de Garatechea were able to finish the work. In 
fact, all construction work was brought to a halt for some time, while 
a lawsuit with the Augustinians was resolved. Finally, work began 
again twenty years later, in 1682, when Martín de Olaguibel undertook 
to finish the job in three years.

Furniture

A store of plush furnishings and valuable pieces of furniture 
was dispersed after the sale of Church lands. However, the church’s 
rococo high reredos, an impressive creation in unpolychromed 
walnut wood, is now to be found in the church of San Pedro (St. 
Peter), Dima.
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