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Performing heritage at Cordoba’s Mosque-Cathedral
Mar Grieraa, Avi Astora and Marian Burchardtb
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ABSTRACT
This article explores the politics of cultural heritage in societies experiencing
secularization and religious diversification by examining recent efforts made
by Cordoba’s Cathedral Chapter to emphasize the Christian origins and
identity of the iconic Mosque-Cathedral. We argue that the Cathedral
Chapter’s approach to managing and narrating the building over the past
two decades responds largely to tensions stemming from the divergence
between the primacy of its Islamic or multi-religious identity characteristic of
popular representations of the building, both within Spain and beyond, on
the one hand, and the primacy of the building’s Christian identity as
manifested in the institutional arrangements concerning its ownership,
management, and use, on the other. While this divergence has been a source
of periodic tensions since the 1970s, such tensions have been amplified by
recent symbolic acts and popular movements contesting the Church’s
dominion over the Mosque-Cathedral, as well as by broader societal changes
that have diminished the Church’s power and influence and heightened its
sense of vulnerability. We identify and analyse four main strategies employed
by the Catholic Church to (re)narrate the meaning of the building and assert
its Christian roots and identity: (1) archaeological projects attempting to
demonstrate its Christian foundations; (2) liturgical practices presenting it as
a church to establish its Christian identity; (3) discursive practices framing
Catholic traditions and rituals as ‘intangible heritage’ crucial to the building’s
successful preservation; and (4) the unconditional prohibition of Muslims
from performing Islamic prayers. In our research, we have focused on the
utilization of museological methods and the interweaving of diverse
repertoires (scientific, artistic, religious), by Catholic actors, aimed
authenticating and validating novel interpretations about the origin and
Christian character of the building.
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Introduction

In contexts of advanced secularization, religious buildings and artifacts are
increasingly redefined as cultural heritage, desacralized (Meyer 2019) and
museified (Sansi 2016). Religious monuments acquire their status as heritage
sites through complex technical and bureaucratic procedures which bestow
secular cultural value upon them while reducing their religious aura to a mere
testimony of a vanishing religious past. As historian Todd Weir (2021, p. 223)
puts it, ‘Secularization is changing the function of religious buildings, turning
historical sites of liturgical practice into travel destinations, performance
spaces or cafes.’ The religious character of sacred sites may thus diminish
once they undergo a process of heritagisation and become spaces for
tourist consumption.

Yet, there are also cases where we find just the opposite, namely the reas-
sertion of the religious identity of sites recognized as cultural heritage. The
reconversion of the Hagia Sophia into a mosque after over 80 years of func-
tioning as a (secular) museum is a notable example. Cordoba’s iconic
Mosque-Cathedral, the focus of this article, has also undergone significant
religious revitalization in recent decades despite – and indeed as we argue
here, in response to – deepening processes of secularization in Spain. This
religious revitalization has been entwined with a more general process of
re-narrating the building’s history and significance, raising questions regard-
ing the possibility, as well as the limits, of changing durable representations
of built structures and other forms of material heritage (Gieryn 2002).

Since the 2000s, Cordoba’s Cathedral Chapter of Canons,1 an extension of
the Catholic Church that manages the building, has promoted a series of
initiatives aimed at establishing and affirming the Mosque-Cathedral’s Chris-
tian character and identity. In 2004, it supported recommencing archaeologi-
cal excavations beneath the Mosque-Cathedral’s surface that purportedly
revealed the remnants of a Visigoth church (San Vicente) at the site when
they were initially undertaken during the 1930s. Despite skepticism
expressed by experts about whether the remnants were actually from a
church complex, the Cathedral Chapter set up a museum for the Basilica of
San Vicente inside the Mosque-Cathedral in 2005 (Ruggles 2011, Arce-Sainz
2015). The basilica was also foregrounded in new leaflets for tourists entitled
‘The Cathedral of Cordoba.’ The term ‘Mosque’ was conspicuously omitted
from the title. In 2006, the Church solicited and obtained official ownership
over the building, registering it as the ‘Sacred Church Cathedral of
Cordoba.’ Temporary exhibits of significant magnitude displaying diverse
Catholic artefacts and traditions have been organized by the Cathedral
Chapter in collaboration with other local and international institutions
inside the building with increasing frequency.2 New rhetoric has been devel-
oped deeming the Mosque-Cathedral a ‘living building’ whose successful
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preservation has resulted from its ongoing functioning as a church. Novel
framings of Catholic rituals associated with the site as ‘intangible heritage’
that merits official recognition and protection appear in a recent report
issued by the Cathedral Chapter about the building’s essence and future
management. Whereas in the past Muslims had been invited to pray at the
Mosque-Cathedral on occasion, they have been expressly prohibited from
engaging in any semblance of prayer within the building’s confines in
recent decades (Monteiro 2011).

These developments raise a set of intriguing questions: What explains the
panoply of initiatives aimed at establishing and affirming the Mosque-Cathe-
dral’s Christian foundations and identity since the 2000s, as well as the
extreme militance against any type of Muslim religious expression? Which
broader cultural, political, and religious dynamics shape practices of heri-
tage-making and play a role in (re)interpretating the building’s historical sig-
nificance? What strategies are developed, and which resources are mobilized
to transform the meaning of the site and the stories being told? And how has
the growth of Spain’s Muslim population shaped the politics surrounding its
Christian heritage?

We argue that the Cathedral Chapter’s approach to managing and
narrating the building over the past two decades responds largely to tensions
stemming from the divergence between the primacy of its Islamic or multi-
religious identity characteristic of popular representations of the building,
both within Spain and beyond, on the one hand, and the primacy of the
building’s Christian identity as manifested in the institutional arrangements
concerning its ownership, management, and use, on the other. While this
divergence has been a source of periodic tensions since the 1970s, such ten-
sions have been amplified by recent symbolic acts and popular movements
contesting the Church’s dominion over the Mosque-Cathedral, as well as
by broader societal changes that have diminished the Church’s power and
influence and heightened its sense of vulnerability.

Given the persistence of popular understandings of the Mosque-Cathedral
as a Muslim or multi-religious structure, and the heightened susceptibility of
the Church to criticism amid deepening secularization, the Cathedral Chapter
has invested significant resources into establishing the building’s Christian-
ness and suppressing activities that might support alternative visions for its
management as a multi-religious temple or secular museum. We identify
and analyse four main strategies pursued by the Catholic Church to (re)nar-
rate the meaning of the building and to assert its Christian roots and identity:

(1) archaeological projects that seek to demonstrate its Christian
foundations

(2) liturgical practices that establish its Christian identity by performing it as
a church
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(3) discursive practices that frame Catholic traditions and rituals as ‘intangi-
ble heritage’ and crucial to the building’s successful preservation; and

(4) the unconditional prohibition of Muslims from performing Islamic
prayers.

Our analysis demonstrates the Cathedral Chapter’s proactive efforts to
redefine the significance of the Mosque-Cathedral through a multifaceted
approach encompassing performative, narrative, scientific, and museum
curatorial practices. Our findings highlight the performative aspects of tangi-
ble heritage and the interweaving of diverse repertoires of knowledge and
practice (scientific, artistic, religious) for the purposes of resignification
and proprietary consolidation. These observations illuminate the intricate
relationship between heritage transformation, religious landscapes, and the
expression of national identity (Astor et al. 2017).

Methodologically, this article is based on the triangulation of data
from various sources, including a review of media coverage and expert
reports, ethnographic observations, and semi-structured interviews. Our
review of international, national, and local news items provided us with
information on recent developments and controversies related to the
Mosque-Cathedral. In order to learn about the role of experts in these
controversies, we analyzed expert reports (and counter-reports) on the
management of the monument, documentation related to the cultural
and religious exhibitions displayed within the building’s confines, and his-
torical and archaeological analyses of its origins. We additionally carried
out ethnographic fieldwork between 2017 and 2022. This fieldwork involved
four participant observations of guided tours of the Mosque-Cathedral, as
well as individual observations within the building and its surroundings.
Finally, we conducted semi-structured interviewed with actors involved in
controversies and local dynamics surrounding the building’s ownership
and management, including local activists, art specialists, religious actors
and academics.

This article builds upon and extends our previous research on the politics
of religious heritage (Astor et al. 2019, Griera et al. 2019, Burchardt 2020) by
focusing more explicitly on the strategies and resources employed by the
Cathedral Chapter of the Mosque-Cathedral of Cordoba to reinforce a narra-
tive of Christianization regarding the monument. In this article, we show how
museological, artistic and religious resources and forms of knowledge are
actively mobilized with the aim of promoting a narrative emphasizing the
building’s Christian dimensions and downplaying its Islamic elements. More
broadly, we seek to contribute to a deeper understanding of how shifts in reli-
gious and political landscapes not only impact the symbolic significance of
heritage sites but also have tangible implications for their material conserva-
tion and cultural management.

818 M. GRIERA ET AL.



Religion, contested heritage, and the politics of authenticity

Our article contributes to recent debates in sociology, cultural studies, and
heritage studies on controversies concerning the importance of religion for
national identities in secularizing European societies. As fewer and fewer
people identify with, or actively participate in Christian life, questions
about how to anchor national belonging and how to manage forms of cul-
tural heritage, such as iconic religious sites, that serve to materially express
collective identities have become particularly virulent (Astor et al. 2019, Balk-
enhol et al. 2020). Ashworth and Tunbridge’s (1996, 30) notes that cultural
heritage is indelibly marked by concerns over property:

All heritage is someone’s heritage and therefore logically not someone else’s:
the original meaning of an inheritance implies the existence of disinheritance
and by extension any creation of heritage from the past disinherits someone
completely or partially, actively or potentially.

All processes of heritage-making thus involve acts of inclusion and exclusion.
However, only certain symbols, artefacts, places or practices become flash-
points for contestation over collective identity. Scholars have therefore
explored the ways and criteria according to which powerful institutions
and their respective regimes of ‘invaluation’ (Bendix 2018) accord heritage
status to these places and objects. In the case of the Mosque-Cathedral,
there was no dispute over the question of whether it was worthy of the des-
ignation as heritage and the protection that it heralds, but rather over the
precise terms of conservation and the historiographical narrative through
which it was to be presented to the public; a point which harkens back to
the question of whose heritage it is, of inclusion and exclusion.

As Gieryn (2002, 35) reminds us, ‘Buildings don’t just sit there imposing
themselves.’ Their social, cultural, and historical meaning is the object of per-
manent (re)interpretation. The reconfiguration of their meaning is especially
likely in times of political and cultural change. The meaning of heritage is
flexible, malleable, and the product of negotiations and power imbalances
among actors involved in heritage-making (Lowenthal 1998). Multiple strat-
egies may be deployed to promote new visions of a building’s significance,
and resources may be invested to authenticate new historical narratives.

In this scenario, one of the central questions is how exactly different
groups seek to legitimate their claims on heritage, as well as how it is that
the political and cultural constructions of heritage are experienced as real,
as historically constituted. In an important contribution, van de Port and
Meyer (2018) have suggested the notions of the ‘politics of authentication’
and the ‘aesthetics of persuasion’ as central to such claims-making and the
experience of heritage. To authenticate a heritage site as belonging to a par-
ticular tradition, people often draw on essentialist arguments that purport to
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establish a real and indisputable reality. Academic research and practices can
be highly implicated in this process. As we highlight below, archaeology plays
a major role in what we call strategies of authentication and, in the process,
becomes a field of politicized contestations itself. This quest for authentica-
tion often involves the reconstruction of the purity of the site’s origins,
emphasizing its connection to a specific cultural or historical narrative.
With the term ‘aesthetics of persuasion’, by contrast, van de Port and
Meyer (2018, 22) seek to foreground ‘the processes through which forms of
cultural heritage, as powerful ‘sensational forms’ (Meyer 2006) that convey
a sense of direct presence of the past, become appreciated and appropriated,
as if they were real essences.’ Observing the multiple efforts to reframe the
Mosque-Cathedral, materially and discursively, as essentially a Christian
church, the relevance of this perspective for our case is immediately clear.
There is no question about the capacity of publics to appreciate the
Mosque-Cathedral, the religious traditions it houses, and the Andalusian
past it evokes in their realness. The point is rather how different groups
experience it – Catholics, Cordoba’s residents, and Muslim tourists, and the
strategies used by the actors involved in its management to shape these
experiences.

Finally, we are inspired by research that emphasizes how practices and
logics of the museum blend into religious heritage sites and their manage-
ment. In her book Destination Culture: Museums, Heritage and Tourism,
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) developed what she called a ‘political
economy of showing’ and sought to theorize the dialectics of collecting
and displaying ethnographic objects. Such objects, she argues, become eth-
nographic objects through their detachment from the surrounding context
and their subjection to particular methods of the museum (documentation,
preservation, and presentation). In our study, we are interested in how Catho-
lic actors have resorted to museological methods and procedures in order to
achieve not the detachment of Christian objects but their re-embedding
within the Mosque-Cathedral, as well as the role of these museological
methods in authenticating and validating new interpretations of the build-
ing’s significance.

The Muslimness of the Mezquita in popular memory and
representations

In 1985, the distinguished Spanish architect, Rafael Moneo published an
article entitled, ‘The Life of Buildings: The Extensions of the Mosque of
Cordoba,’ in the Spanish journal, Arquitectura. Moneo’s motivation for
writing the piece grew out of his puzzlement at how theMezquita (he referred
to it only as the ‘Mosque’) remained ‘itself’ despite all the interventions under-
taken after its consecration as a church, most notably the addition of a giant
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cathedral nave, a sacristy, and a series of chapels (Moneo 1985, 35). Why, he
wondered, was it still understood primarily as a mosque, rather than a cathe-
dral? His answer was that, unlike paintings, architectural works could undergo
significant material and functional alterations over time without losing their
essential character and integrity (Moneo 1985, 26).

Using theMezquita as an illustrative example, Moneo (1985, 35) wrote that
its ‘features, formal compositional schemes are so solid that once they were
defined they became forever fixed, both the building’s image and structure,
neither of which would be substantially altered by the interventions that
were produced over the course of time.’3 Moneo contended that it was a tes-
tament to theMezquita’s architectural greatness that its identity and integrity
persisted despite the myriad modifications that had been made over the cen-
turies. ‘The life of buildings,’ he argued ‘is supported by their architecture, by
the permanence of their most characteristic formal features and, even though
it seems paradoxical, it is such permanence that permits us to appreciate
changes’ (Moneo 1985, 35).

What interests us here is not the validity of Moneo’s rather crude materi-
alist perspective on architecture and cultural representation, but the main
premise and puzzle upon which his article was based, namely that the
Mosque-Cathedral continued to be known primarily as the Mezquita
despite having undergone such radical aesthetic, functional, and symbolic
alterations. His analysis was not intended to be political. Although his
general commentary and exclusive use of the term ‘Mezquita’ (rather than
Mosque-Cathedral) when describing the building could be read as a
defense of its original Islamic identity, such a reading would be anachronistic.
At the time, there was no significant controversy over the building’s manage-
ment, and Moneo appeared to be earnestly trying to make sense of why the
Mezquita remained as such in name and image despite being consecrated as
a church and used as a cathedral for so many centuries.

Moneo’s reflections speak to the primacy of the Mosque-Cathedral’s
Islamic identity in popular representations of the building. Ordinary Spaniards
are more likely to recognize the building as theMezquita or Gran Mezquita de
Córdoba than the Catedral de Córdoba. The same is true beyond Spain. In this
vein, anthropologist Elena Arigita (2014, 1) writes:

If Cordoba has an image recognized throughout the world, it is undoubtedly
that of the pillared hall of its Mezquita. Not only is it the city’s greatest tourist
attraction, but it also constitutes a central image of the Andalusí memory and
is one of the benchmarks of Europe’s Islamic legacy.

When the Mosque-Cathedral was included in UNESCO’s World Heritage List in
1984, it was listed as the ‘Great Mosque of Cordoba.’ Three of the four criteria
that served as the basis for ICOMOS’ recommendation to extend World Heri-
tage status to the building related to its Islamic aspects. These included:
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(1) its ‘considerable influence on western Muslim art from the 8th century’
and on ‘the development of ‘Neo-Moresque’ styles of the nineteenth
century;’

(2) its ‘highly relevant testimony to the caliphate of Cordoba (929-1031)’; and
(3) its ‘outstanding example of the religious architecture of Islam.’

The fourth criterion related to ‘the dimensions and the boldness of its interior
elevation.’ The recognition of the Mosque-Cathedral’s artistic and historical
value thus emerged primarily from its importance for the history of Islamic
civilization and influence on Islamic architecture and made no mention of
Christianity.

The Mosque-Cathedral’s salience as an Islamic icon is also evident in the
esteem bestowed upon it in the Muslim world. In 1966, the Saudi king,
Faisal bin Abdulaziz, was reported to have cried upon visiting the building
when he was awarded the prestigious Order of Civil Merit Collar by Franco
for his diplomatic and commercial collaboration with Spain. During the
1970s, two international ‘Islamo-Christian Conferences’ involving political
and spiritual leaders from Arab countries were held at the Mosque-Cathedral
due to its importance to the Muslim world and powerful symbolism as a
meeting point of different religious traditions. Muslim participants were
invited to pray before the mihrab (prayer niche), an act that, as we explain
below, has become virtually unimaginable at present. Today, the Mosque-
Cathedral remains sacred for Muslims around the globe and is a popular
destination for Muslim tourists despite the Cathedral Chapter’s efforts to
undermine its Islamic legacy.

Rising tensions surrounding the Cathedral chapter’s dominion

As mentioned at the outset, the Cathedral Chapter’s concerns about chal-
lenges to the legitimacy of its dominion over the Mosque-Cathedral have
grown since the 2000s, spurring it to be more assertive in affirming the
building’s Christian identity. There were some notable controversies prior
to this period regarding the identity and management of the Mosque-
Cathedral. In 1972, for instance, in anticipation of a visit from representa-
tives of ICOMOS, a group of prominent intellectuals and architects led by
Rafael Castejón, the director of Cordoba’s Royal Academy of Sciences,
Fine Arts, and Noble Arts, and Rafael de la Hoz, the Housing Ministry’s Direc-
tor General of Architecture and Technology during the final years of
Franco’s dictatorship, proposed ‘purifying’ the Mezquita by removing the
nave, installed in its center in 1523, and other Christian elements. While
this episode triggered the Cathedral Chapter’s deepest fear – namely that
the Cathedral of Cordoba’s survival was at risk should its authenticity
come into question – the proposal never mustered significant public
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backing and was not seriously considered in discussions with experts
from ICOMOS.

There was also a controversy in 1982 over a contingent of Muslim digni-
taries praying in the Mosque-Cathedral without permission from the Cathe-
dral Chapter. They attended a ‘Hispano-Muslims Friendship Conference’
organized by the popular communist mayor, Julio Anguita. The Cathedral
Chapter expressed indignation with Anguita for the provocation, but it was
an isolated episode. Since those who prayed were foreign dignitaries, there
was little fear that the event would spark a broader movement to challenge
the Cathedral Chapter’s dominion.

What, then, led the Cathedral Chapter to becoming increasingly assertive
in affirming the Mosque-Cathedral’s Christian identity in the 2000s? This shift
was likely the result of a combination of concrete symbolic acts and popular
mobilisations challenging the Cathedral Chapter’s control over the building’s
management, as well as broader societal and political changes that it per-
ceived as threatening to its dominion.

With deepening religious diversification in Europe, North America, and
beyond, the Mosque-Cathedral has become a symbol of the ‘Cordoba para-
digm’ (Argitia 2014), and therefore aligns with larger projects in the realm
of cultural politics around religious pluralism, interreligious conviviality, and
dialogue (Griera 2020). At the same time, it has been portrayed by some as
a symbolic representation of the enduring conflict between Islam and Chris-
tianity and has been used (and presented) as a material marker of the victory
of Christianity over Islam in Europe. There are clear echoes here in the way
Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia has been fashioned by some as a symbol of Islam’s
victory over Christianity and how such motives have presumably played
into its recent reconversion. The mobilization of these different discursive
repertoires in the political and heritage field has given new relevance to exer-
cises of (re)interpretation and strategies of authentication. These strategies
have important ramifications for processes of inclusion and exclusion.
Rather than adapting to Spain’s new plural landscape and integrating
values of inclusivity within the management of the Mosque-Cathedral, the
Cathedral Chapter has sought to consolidate its dominion over all aspects
of the building’s management and representation to stave off potential chal-
lenges to its exclusive ownership and control.

To comprehend the public controversy surrounding the Mosque-Cathe-
dral, one must consider the influence of local historical and cultural dynamics.
Notably, the controversy intensified following reports that the Catholic
Church had ‘immatriculated’ the Mosque-Cathedral, registering it as its own
property for an administrative fee of €30. The so-called ‘immatriculation’
was possible through an obscure legal procedure introduced by José María
Aznar’s right-wing government and allowed the church to safeguard its
control over hundreds of other properties (Báez and Rosa 2017, Astor et al.
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2019). During the same period, the Catholic Church made efforts to highlight
the building’s Christian legacy on the tourist brochures and leaflets, and even
changed its name in the application Google Maps (Reina 2014). These acts
intensified public controversy locally and beyond. A coalition to defend the
Mosque-Cathedral of Cordoba was promoted by local city activists, and a
petition at Change.org gathered over 400.000 signatures (Astor et al. 2019).
Prior to the petition, a regional community of Muslim converts had
announced their demand to convert the Mosque-Cathedral of Cordoba
into a shared place of worship and ecumenical encounter. While these pro-
tests had different origins and demands, each questioned the Christianization
of the monument and the Church’s narrative. In the context of these chal-
lenges to the Church’s control over the building, the Cathedral Chapter
increasingly sought demonstrate and perform the Mosque-Cathedral’s Chris-
tian origins and identity.

The quest for origins: archaeology and practices of
authentication

Archaeology plays an essential role in the process of constructing a Christian
foundational narrative about the Mosque-Cathedral. It is also one of the
domains of greatest friction between academics, activists, and religious auth-
orities. The Cathedral Chapter is adamant that the Mezquita was built on top
of a Visigoth church called the Basilica of San Vicente (Carvajal López 2021).4

The Mosque-Cathedral’s official website includes a section called, ‘Discover
the monument,’ which details the Cathedral Chapter’s vision of the building’s
foundations. A 3D visual simulation comprising overlapping layers illustrates
how the Mezquita was originally erected on ‘Christian soil’. The website also
contains a chronology in which most of the indicators correspond to the
Christian period.5 The key narrative conveyed by the website is that the foun-
dations and core features of the building are Christian, not Muslim.

The theory of the Basilica of San Vicente is not only displayed on the
webpage but is also staged inside the monument. Near the main path of
the visitor’s entrance, there is a pane of glass on the floor through which it
is possible to view an illuminated mosaic that, according to an explanatory
plaque, was part of the original San Vicente church.6 All visitors entering
the Mosque-Cathedral encounter markers (i.e. the plaque, the glass, the
special illumination) that give symbolic importance to the ‘archaeological evi-
dence’ that authenticates the Christian foundations of the building. During
our fieldwork, we observed how most guided tours (whether official or not)
stopped around the glass flooring. Guides animated tourists to view the
mosaic and shared explanations about the Christian origins of the monu-
ment.7 On rare occasions, the guides outlined the controversies and made
clear that there was no consensus on the Basilica of San Vicente. Most
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tours, however, used the mosaic as a starting point for narratives that empha-
sized the Christian origins of the building.

Academic and professional archaeologists have expressed scepticism
regarding the straightforward interpretation of the archaeological remains
as evidence of the Basilica of San Vicente (Arce-Sainz 2015). This interpret-
ation has also been questioned by the multidisciplinary team of experts
hired by the Cathedral Chapter itself. In a public conference held in the
Mosque-Cathedral in 2020, archaeologist Raimundo Ortiz stated, ‘We have
not been able to identify a Christian Basilica under the Mosque of
Cordoba.’ (cited in Moreno 2020).

The theory of the Basilica of San Vicente was originally based on data
obtained from Arabic manuscripts. The texts claimed that Abderraman I
built the Mosque of Cordoba over the San Vicente church, which he had pur-
chased from Mozarabic Christians. According to contemporary Spanish
archaeologist, Fernando Arce-Sainz (2015), the most extended account
affirmed that Muslim soldiers demolished all of Cordoba’s churches except
for a place of prayer that Muslims and Christians shared. However, Arce-
Sainz argues that these sources may relate cultural myth rather than historical
reality. In a similar vein, Carvajal López (2021) writes that the idea of the exist-
ence of an earlier church might be a cliché imported by the same Andalusian
authors from their Eastern colleagues.

Nonetheless, the existence of these Arabic sources referencing the pres-
ence of a Christian church at the site of the Mosque-Cathedral was cited as
justification for archaeological excavations beneath the complex. Archaeolo-
gist Felix Hernández was the first to undertake such excavations in a systema-
tic fashion during the 1930s.8 Though he left behind some documentation, he
never published a definitive statement about the excavations.9 As also stated
by other archaeologists (e.g. Gómez Moreno), there was no conclusive
archaeological evidence to support to the idea of the Basilica’s existence.
The possibility of its existence was not flatly denied, but it was made quite
clear that the mosaics discovered did not belong to a church but rather a
domestic structure.

The archaeological debate lay dormant for decades as conservation work
was devoted to other issues. However, between 2004 and 2005 a local archae-
ologist, Pedro Marfil, who was the official architect of the Cathedral Chapter for
many years, resumed the archaeological work in an attempt to find definitive
proof of the Basilica. Marfil was one of the first authors to propose a new theory
about the Mosque-Cathedral’s origins based on the idea of an ‘episcopal
complex’. According to him, the excavations did not furnish proof of the exist-
ence of a previous basilica because what lay underneath the mosque was not
only a small Christian church but also an episcopal palace, made up of different
buildings, and a thus sign of the power of Christianity in the city. Marfil articu-
lated the theory of the episcopal complex already in the 1990s following the
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discovery of a grave in the area, which he took as proof of the existence of a
Christian complex. As the archaeological excavations advanced, the theory
regained special prominence and has remained essential to narratives explain-
ing the Christian origins of the Mosque-Cathedral, despite the scepticism
expressed by numerous medievalists (Arce-Sainz 2015).

In 2005, amidst Marfil’s work, the ‘Museo San Vicente’ was created within
the Mosque-Cathedral. The museum was conceived as a place to exhibit arte-
facts that, according to Marfil and others, belonged to the historical and orig-
inal Christian building. The museum is indicated at the entrance of the
Mosque-Cathedral and occupies a central place in the building. The
general narrative presents the artefacts as ‘definitive’ proof of the existence
of a church in the area. The exact space of the museum is slightly confusing
for visitors since there are no clear demarcations separating it from the rest of
the building. However, the use of classical museummarkers (e.g. glass vitrines
or signs with explanations) serves to foster the authenticity of the artefacts
exhibited and bestows credibility upon the Christian narrative. As Luis
Recio Mateo, a local historian and guide of the Mosque-Cathedral, stated a
few days before the inauguration of the museum:

‘It will be this inauguration, which from now on will allow us to visualize in situ
the sacred Christian character of the place where the most important Islamic
monument in Spain is located […] From now on, it will not be possible to
explain the Arab Mosque without first mentioning its historical Christian origin.’
(Cited Arce-Sainz 2015).10

In 2017, a new excavation campaign was commenced under the auspices of
the Cathedral Chapter. The results remain contested. According to some, the
archaeological excavation confirms the existence of an episcopal palace
under the Mosque-Cathedral (Raya 2022). According to others, it falsifies
the theory of the Basilica of San Vicente (Moreno 2020).

The Mosque-Cathedral as a ‘living building’ and a site of
‘intangible heritage’

The Cathedral Chapter of Cordoba has additionally sought to authenticate
the Mosque-Cathedral’s identity as a primarily Christian structure by empha-
sizing its active use as a place of Catholic worship and its connection to a
variety of ‘intangible’ Catholic traditions. Mass is held in the Mosque-Cathe-
dral on a daily basis, and Christian musical concerts are organized with regu-
larity. Public exhibitions of Catholic artefacts and traditions are also
occasionally displayed within the building’s confines. For instance, in 2021,
an exhibition entitled, ‘Art and Brotherhoods in Cordoba,’ was assembled
in collaboration with an association of local Catholic brotherhoods and fea-
tured during the second half of the year. Exhibitions of this sort were criti-
cized in a report issued in 2017 by the ‘Mosque-Cathedral of Cordoba
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Coalition: Everyone’s Patrimony’ (Plataforma Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba:
Patrimonio de tod@s), a coalition of heterogeneous progressive activists con-
testing the Catholic Church’s ownership of the building, for comprising an
‘abusive use and denaturalization of the Mosque-Cathedral.’ The authors of
the report argued that filling the Mosque-Cathedral with Christian iconogra-
phy and presenting it first and foremost as a cathedral in promotional videos
and evening events constituted a ‘historical falsification’ of ‘a monument
recognized globally for its Islamic architecture’ (Plataforma Mezquita-Catedral
de Córdoba 2017, 2).

Audio and visual displays that direct attention to the Christian dimensions
of the Mosque-Cathedral function as part of what the anthropologist Birgit
Meyer (2010) has termed an ‘aesthetics of persuasion,’ insofar as they
engage diverse senses and sensibilities, with the effect of making claims
about the building’s Catholic identity more palpable. Various figures associ-
ated with the Cathedral Chapter have also emphasized how the practical
uses and performances of the Mosque-Cathedral as a Christian space have
been indispensable to its conservation. Specifically, they argue that maintain-
ing the structural and aesthetic integrity of the Mosque-Cathedral has been
enhanced by its functioning as a ‘living building’ where Catholic worship
remains active.

Current references to the Mosque-Cathedral as a ‘living building’ consti-
tute a rather blatant distortion of the concept’s original formulation in the
aforementioned 1985 article written by Rafael Moneo. In 2014, one of the
chief architects in charge of the Mosque-Cathedral’s conservation, Gabriel
Ruiz Cabrero, co-opted this expression to make the case that the Mosque-
Cathedral ‘is divinely conserved because of its everyday use.’ These remarks
were made amid the aforementioned controversy over the ownership of
the Mosque-Cathedral.

Ruiz Cabrero’s line of reasoning has made its way into the description of
the Mosque-Cathedral on UNESCO’s World Heritage Convention site, which
states that the building’s ‘continued religious use has ensured in large part
its preservation.’ (UNESCO World Heritage Convention 2023). The framing
of the Mosque-Cathedral as a ‘living building’ has recently been fore-
grounded in a report published by the Cathedral Chapter detailing its
vision for the site’s future management (Plan director 2021). The report
was written by a team of specialists, including Ruiz Cabrero and two other
architects, an archaeologists, an art historian, an engineer, and several
canons, among other collaborators.

Citing Moneo’s 1985 article, the report establishes the Mosque-Cathedral’s
character as a ‘living building’ in the introduction. What is novel about the
report is how it assimilates the notion of the Mosque-Cathedral as a living
building within a larger framework that foregrounds the Mosque-Cathedral’s
‘intangible heritage,’ a concept that has become increasingly central to
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discussions surrounding cultural heritage since UNESCO’s development of the
‘Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage’ in 2003.
The report on the Mosque-Cathedral includes an entire chapter on intangible
heritage, with subsections on (Christian) music, church bell ringing, and holy
processions, which are described as being inscribed in the Mosque-Cathedral’s
‘DNA, in its genesis, and in its existence’ (Plan director 2021, 248).

Aware that the value of intangible heritage stems from both historical
longevity and ongoing vitality, the narratives advanced by the Cathedral
Chapter are simultaneously historical and presentist. Hence its simultaneous
obsession with origins and use of biological metaphors (e.g. DNA), on the one
hand, and its emphasis on the importance of current practices and functional
uses, on the other. The report dates the Mosque-Cathedral’s intangible heri-
tage back to its consecration as a church. What remains alive in the building
are its Christian traditions, whereas Islamic traditions are relegated to a now
defunct past. There is no discussion of reviving ‘lost’Muslim traditions associ-
ated with the building.

There are potentially significant stakes to discourses that invoke intangible
heritage. For instance, if various Christian traditions associated with the
Mosque-Cathedral are recognized as intangible heritage, they become pro-
tected, thus consolidating the Church’s monopoly over the religious practices
that take place in and around the building. As we will see in the following
section, the Cathedral Chapter has taken a progressively hard line in forbid-
ding Muslim ritual practice in the Mosque-Cathedral so as to ensure that
the only intangible heritage associated with the building is Catholic.

The impossibility of sharing sacred space

Debates about the possibility of allowingMuslims to use theMosque-Cathedral
for Islamic prayer and opening the building to multiple, or even shared, forms
of worship have occurred repeatedly in recent decades and have becomemore
pronounced since the beginning of the millennium. In 2006, the president of
an association called the ‘Islamic Council of Spain’ (Junta Islámica de España),
Mansur Escudero, performed a prayer at the entrance of the Mosque-Cathedral
to protest the rejection by Cordoba’s bishop of his request to open the building
for Islamic worship. In an interview with journalists, Mansur declared:

‘The prayer was meant to testify to the fact that we are neither claiming own-
ership or the building, nor asking for a shared liturgy […] We only have the
sincere demand that the building be converted into an ecumenical center in
which believers of all faiths can pray.’ (Figueras 2006)

He also said:

‘The Mosque-Cathedral is a world heritage site, and Cordoba aspires to become
the European cultural capital in 2016. It is an emblematic place and what could
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be better than to convert it into a leading example of convivencia (conviviality)
in these times when interreligious dialogue is so difficult.’ (Ibid.)

Briefly before, the association had sent a letter to the Nuncio Apostolico del
Pontifice in Spain, Manuel Monteiro de Castro, asking the Mosque-Cathedral
to be opened to Islamic worship in order to ‘awaken the conscience’ of Chris-
tians and Muslims and to bury past antagonisms. They also asked the Nuncio
to forward the letter to Pope Benedict XVI in Rome. Accompanied by the
request for a personal meeting with the Pope, the letter alerted the Pope
to the existence of fundamentalist currents in Islam and Christianity and
suggested that converting the Mosque-Cathedral into a truly multireligious
site would establish an admirable example to be followed by other interreli-
gious initiatives around the world. It also clarified that this demand was not
meant to articulate nostalgic longings for an historical al-Ándalus but that,
instead al-Ándalus never ceased to exist as a reality: ‘Spain is al-Ándalus
and al-Ándalus is Spain’ (ibid.). Mansur Escudero thus asserted a species of
historical continuity that might be read as an implicit statement on the
Mosque-Cathedral’s true nature as Islamic.11

Cordoba’s bishop Juan José Asenjo forcefully rejected Escudero’s demand,
arguing that such a move neither contributed to peaceful coexistence nor
promoted interreligious dialogue between Catholics and Muslims. He
added that it would create confusion among the believers about the true
nature of the site and that it threatened to promote religious indifference.
Contrary to this outright rejection, some, albeit modest, political support
for the idea was voiced at the local level by the leftist party Izquierda
Unida (IU), which suggested that the demand for shared worship was legiti-
mate and there should not be a problem in initiating such a process. And
while already in 2004, a local group of socialist (PSOE) and leftist (IU) deputies
had supported a petition organized by Spain’s Islamic Commission (Comisión
Islámica de España) to hand over parts of the building to Muslims, foreign
minister Miguel Ángel Moratinos (PSOE) denied that there was any need
for debate.

Contrary to such views, however, the discussion reached the boiling point
again when on 1 April 2010, roughly a dozen Austrian Muslim tourists, out
of a group of 118, kneeled inside the building to perform an Islamic prayer
and provoked a violent encounter with the security guards (Monteiro 2010).
Two were arrested for a brief period by the police. Cordoba’s bishop immedi-
ately condemned the act, which according to eyewitnesses appeared to be
pre-planned as group members had entered the building through different
gates, communicated through walky-talkies and shielded their leader during
his prayer when the security guard arrived and sought to intervene.

The Muslims, by contrast, suggested that their prayer was a spontaneous
expression of their religious sentiment upon experiencing the aesthetic
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beauty of the building. Other commentators who were sympathetic toward
the tourist group, including the Islamic Council, argued that Muslims from
abroad were understandably confused due to a lack of clear indications as
to what they were allowed or not allowed to do regarding ritual practice.
A similar incident occurred again in 2017 when a Pakistani Muslim tourist
and resident of the US prayed in the Mosque-Cathedral (La Voz de
Cordoba 2017). He apparently jumped over the fence that separated the
hall from the mihrab, the niche in the wall that indicates the direction of
Mecca, until security guards became aware of the incident and rushed to
detain him.

Most recently, and perhaps most prominently, the issue of allowing
Muslim prayer re-emerged in the aftermath of the decision taken by
Turkey’s Council of State following the initiative of Turkish president
Erdogan to reconvert Istanbul’s iconic Hagia Sofia into an active place of
Islamic worship. Serving as a Greek Orthodox Church from 360 until Constan-
tinople’s conquest in 1453, this building had been converted to a Sunni
mosque and then turned into a secular museum under Kemal Atatürk, the
founder of the Turkish republic in 1930. Immediately, afterward Bin Muham-
mad al-Qasimi, Sheikh Sultan of the Arabic Emirate of Sharjah, suggested in
an interview with a local news channel that it was now also time to re-
open the Mosque-Cathedral for Muslims. He even stated: ‘We demand the
return of Cordoba’s Mosque, which was granted to the church, as this is a
gift which doesn’t belong to those who don’t deserve it.’ (Saraswat 2020).
Interestingly, still during his visit of Cordoba and the Mosque-Cathedral in
the context of the high-level ‘Alliance of Civilisations’ meetings in 2014,
Erdogan had urged the Spanish government to follow the Turkish example
of the Hagia Sofia and turn the Mosque-Cathedral into a secular museum.
Also in 2020, Noura Al Kaabi, the minister of Culture and Knowledge Devel-
opment of the United Arab Emirates, condemned the Hagia Sofia’s reconver-
sion, which she saw as motivated by personal interests.

In all these contexts, Catholic officials, in particular those belonging to the
Cathedral Chapter and Cordoba’s bishop, have deployed a range of different
arguments to dispel proposals for shared usage of the building. Most impor-
tantly, they argue that it is theologically impossible to conduct religious
rituals in one and the same building together with adherents of a different
religious tradition. This, they contend, is true for both Catholic Christians
and Muslims.12

Based on such doctrinal considerations, they also suggested that opening
up the Mosque-Cathedral for Muslims is tantamount to saying ‘Catholics, you
need to leave now’ (El Confidencial Autonómico 2010). In particular, bishop
Demetrio Fernández stated, ‘You need to know, in places where Muslims
pray, nobody else can pray. That means that if I permit Muslims to pray in
the Cathedral of Cordoba, we will already have to leave the day after
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tomorrow. To allow Muslims to pray in the Cathedral for Catholics is equival-
ent to saying goodbye and good night, and that would be irresponsible.’ (El
Mundo 2010). There is thus a background fear that ceding space to Muslims
would be the first step in a process of their own expulsion from the building.
Stating that those demanding shared use apparently ignore the theological
tenets of both Catholics and Muslims, they have also sought to disqualify
secular liberal commentators on the issue. Several politicians and trade
union leaders from the left-liberal camp had argued that inviting Muslims
to share the building would have positive effects on tourism in the city,
hence addressing the issue from a more instrumental perspective (Religion
en Libertad 2010).

Catholic officials in control of the Mosque-Cathedral have not always been
consistent in their approach to Muslim worship. As mentioned above, over
the course of the twentieth century, several exceptions were granted for
high-status Arab elites from the Gulf, such as Saddam Hussein and other
Muslim dignitaries. For that reason, Islamic leaders such as Escudero rejected
the notion that canon law prohibited Islamic prayers in the Mosque-Cathedral
(Tremlett 2010).

In developing arguments around the possibility for shared worship, it has
been common to frame the Mosque-Cathedral as metonymic of larger issues
and historical processes. During a public debate on the question of shared
worship, bishop Fernández defended the Catholic title deed of the
Mosque-Cathedral by saying: ‘Attacking the Cathedral means attacking the
heart of the church’ and that the Mosque-Cathedral was ‘a vital necessity
of Christianity’s organigram’ (La Vanguardia 2014). Fernández thus portrayed
the role of the Mosque-Cathedral in dramatic terms as the center and lifeline
of Christianity as such, suggesting in a perhaps exaggerated fashion that the
integrity of the building as Christian was key to the integrity and future of
Christianity. While we remain agnostic on this latter point, we highlight the
sociological mechanism in which the issue of Islamic worship and its contin-
ued banning carries the burden of safeguarding the future of Christianity, and
the way the iconicity of the building affords it the power to lend credibility to
such far-reaching claims. This iconicity is not least engendered by the fact
that the Mosque-Cathedral is very often portrayed as a metonym of the
entire encounter and confrontation of Christianity and Islam in the Mediter-
ranean region as the essential European frontier, of Christians’ victory and
Muslims’ defeat, and of the perceived need to protect Christian lands
against contemporary Muslim advances. In the same roundtable discussion
mentioned above, other participants made far-flung references to the
‘myth of the three cultures’ and medieval Iberian convivencia denouncing it
as false, and suggesting that under medieval Islamic rule, Christians,
Muslims and Jews did not mix but lived under a regime of apartheid in
which differences in rank enabled the cruellest forms of persecution (La
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Información 2014). Additionally, Catholic officials rejected the proposal by
arguing that ‘the Catholic Church has been here for sixteen centuries while
Muslims were here only four and a half centuries’ (El Confidencial Auto-
nómico 2010). They thus turned the duration of their control of the space
into an argument of lawful exclusive occupation.

Conclusions

‘This is a cultural war, and we are losing it,’ suggested Ismael,13 an Andalusian
activist, when asked in a personal interview about the controversies sur-
rounding Cordoba’s Mosque-Cathedral. His statement echoed sentiments
that have been widespread in Cordoban and Andalusian civil society in
recent decades. The disputes over the management and ownership of the
Mosque-Cathedral have remained salient and have confronted contrasting
legacies and narratives regarding the meaning and value of the monument.
Ismael believes that the Catholic Church has gone too far in Christianizing the
site, and that there were nefarious political interests aimed at belittling Cor-
doba’s Islamic past. Ismael belongs to a group of cultural activists who are
passionate about the multireligious history of Andalusia and who have
been active in denouncing the Catholic Church’s conservation practices.
Through online public campaigns, legal actions, and political measures,
they have accused the Catholic Church of presenting a distorted version of
history that gives disproportionate weight to the Mosque-Cathedral’s Chris-
tian dimensions. The Catholic Church has consistently dismissed these cri-
tiques and defended its actions by stating that the Mosque-Cathedral is a
‘living monument’, currently functioning as a cathedral, and that it is precisely
its ongoing use for Christian liturgy that accounts for its successful preser-
vation. The Cathedral Chapter has opposed narratives that consider the
Mosque-Cathedral an emblem of multi-religious coexistence.

The increasing presence of Islam in the peninsula, along with the rise and
prominence of narratives that celebrate the diverse and cosmopolitan history
of Al-Andalus, have undoubtedly contributed to the Cathedral Chapter’s
defensiveness. The Christianization of the Mosque-Cathedral is thus inti-
mately linked to Islam’s re-emergence as a significant presence in Spain, a
development that has also contributed to friction surrounding traditional
‘Moors and Christians’ celebrations. As García Sanjuan (2018, 133) has
argued, the growing importance of Islam globally and the increased Islamic
presence Spain ‘have created an environment within which two opposing
understandings of Al-Andalus have come into conflict: a conservative view,
dismissive of the historical legacy of Al-Andalus, and a progressive perspec-
tive, favoring its integration into national historical memory.’

Over the last twenty years, the Catholic Church has worked intensively to
frame the Mosque-Cathedral as a hallmark of Christianity and has encouraged
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a reading of history based on the notion of ‘Reconquista’; in other words, the
idea that Spain is essentially a Catholic country that has had to face the con-
tinuous threat of Islam (García-Sanjuán 2018, Rodríguez-Temiño and
Almansa-Sánchez 2021). Due to its iconicity, the Mosque-Cathedral
has become a political battleground in which the two sides of this
ideological divide struggle for dominance. Aligned with conservative political
forces, the Cathedral Chapter has used various strategies to defend its narra-
tive and has mobilized resources from the domains of both religion and
heritage.

On the one hand, as we have argued, the Cathedral Chapter has intensified
religious practice within the Mosque-Cathedral by promoting religious events,
celebrations, and symbolisms with the aim of solidifying the Christian identity
and character of the monument. There is a constant effort to reshape the ‘sen-
sational form’ (Meyer 2006) of the building and the ‘genre’ in which it is
inscribed (Whyte 2006) through generating an aesthetics that might work to
disguise, or conflate, the Islamic dimensions of the monument. On the other
hand, the Cathedral Chapter has undertaken several measures aimed at fore-
grounding the Mosque-Cathedral’s Christian dimensions and defining it as
part of Spain’s Catholic cultural heritage. The establishment of the San
Vicente Museum and the display of Christian artifacts on the building’s pre-
mises are two notable examples. Drawing attention to the intangible Christian
heritage associated with the Mosque-Cathedral and framing the monument as
a ‘living building’ whose ongoing preservation depends critically on the vitality
of Catholic liturgy have likewise fostered what Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998)
calls a ‘political economy of showing’ which serves to reinforce the primacy
of the structure’s Christian origins and identity. Despite all its efforts,
however, the Mosque-Cathedral remains the Mezquita for most, which is
precisely why the Cathedral Chapter’s efforts are unlikely to abate any
time soon.

While buildings with entangled religious legacies like the Mosque-Cathe-
dral may be officially converted into particular kinds of temples or
museums at specific moments in time, processes of conversion or reconver-
sion are ongoing and in need of continual performance via public acts and
social practices that reinforce certain narratives while holding others in
check. Simultaneously, the entwined religious legacies embedded in the
architectural fabric and public representations of these structures are not
easily subdued. Returning momentarily to the reconversion of the Hagia
Sophia into a mosque in 2020, Steiner and Neumeier (2021, p. 221) point
to the building’s ‘long track record of resisting any kind of top-down
efforts to pigeonhole its status,’ whether as a mosque or a museum.
Despite Erdoğan marshalling the full symbolic power of the state to
impose a strictly Muslim identity on the building, it remains a powerful
symbol for Christians and others around the world with different perspectives
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on its identity and cultural signficance. As with the Hagia Sophia, efforts at
imposing a narrow definition of the Mosque-Cathedral’s ‘true’ identity
remain unpersuasive to many and demand perpetual renewal.

Notes

1. According to official sources, ‘The Cathedral Chapter of Canons is a college of
priests responsible for carrying out the most solemn liturgical duties in the
Cathedral Church. It is also the Cathedral Chapter’s duty to fulfill the offices
entrusted to it by the law or the Diocesan Bishop’ (Code of Canon Law, no.
503). The Chapter is currently composed of 18 Catholic male local authorities.
For more information, see: https://mezquita-catedraldecordoba.es/la-catedral/
el-cabildo/ [Accessed 30 July 2023].

2. See for instance, the organisation of the exhibition ‘Change of Era. Cordoba and
the Christian Mediterranean’ inaugurated in December 2022, and aimed at
attract an interntional audience. See: https://mezquita-catedraldecordoba.es/
comunicacion/noticia/notas-de-prensa/cambio-de-era-cordoba-y-el-
mediterraneo-cristiano/ [Accessed 30 July 2023].

3. Moneo contends that rather than transforming the essence of theMezquita, the
cathedral nave installed in 1523 had paradoxically brought even greater unity
to the mosque by giving new purpose to an earlier extension of the structure
added by Almanzor between 976 and 1002 that now encircled the nave.

4. We submit that the existence of the basilica is especially controversial in certain
scholarly circles but less contested in broader public debates.

5. Of the 25 historical milestones included in the chronology, only 6 correspond to
the Muslim period of the building, all others refer to Christian events or those
linked to the restoration of the building.

6. The plaque states ‘The knowledge of this site comes to us through some docu-
mental references and the results of excavations undertaken by Félix Hernán-
dez in the 1930’s, as well as thanks to more recent discoveries made by
means of archaeological studies carried out in 2017. This research, completed
throughout the expanses of the building, is what brings to light the discoveries
of a series of walls and flooring belonging to San Vicente. In this way, various
spaces were found under the foundational chapel of Abd al-Rahman
I. Among them, there are quarters with a rectangular floor that leads to the
central nave of a building with a basilica floor. In addition, the presence of an
apse construction is attested, as well as certain traces of a deposit of water,
which possibly came from a baptismal font. Parts of the pieces recovered in
these excavations are currently on display in the exhibition area of San
Vicente and in the Archaeological Museum of Cordoba’.

7. Guides who want to work at the mosque must obtain the approval of the
Cathedral Chapter and pass specific exams. See also: ABC de Córdoba,
2023. ¿Quieres ser guía oficial de la Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba? Estos son
los requisitos para los nuevos exámenes de junio [online], ABC de Córdoba,
3 May, Turismo. Available from: https://sevilla.abc.es/andalucia/cordoba/
quieres-guia-oficial-mezquitacatedral-cordoba-requisitos-nuevos-20230503113
425-nts.html [Accessed 30 July 2023].

8. He was not the first archaeologist excavating the area but the first to do it in a
more systematic and scientific manner. In 1920, the first architect who
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excavated this part of the foundational Mosque was R. Velázquez Bosco, of
whom the supporters of the existence of the church say that he found the
‘first ashlars of the church of San Vicente’.

9. In relation to this matter, Ana María Vicente, one of Hernández’ research assist-
ants wrote that ‘According to what Don Félix told us on different occasions, the
remains he found there, and which he passed on to a meticulous plan, left him
somewhat perplexed about the existence of this church [San Vicente] because,
although they are presented in an east-west direction [he refers to certain walls
that appeared in the prayer room], what could be the foundation of the central
nave is ridiculously wide, apart from the fact that no vestiges of the chancel or
of any characteristic element of the structure of a Paleochristian or Visigothic
liturgical building were discovered’. (Vicente, ‘Perfil cientifíco y humano de
D. Feĺix Hernańdez’, p. 176 cited Arce-Sainz 2015, 21).

10. See also: Diario Córdoba, 2005. San Vicente, en la Mezquita-Catedral
[online]. Diario Córdoba, 20 January, Cultura. Available from: https://www.
diariocordoba.com/cultura/2005/01/20/san-vicente-mezquita-catedral-38810
391.html [Accessed 7 December 2022].

11. On this episode, see also Argitia (2014).
12. Doing so, they ignored much empirical and historical evidence on practices of

sharing places of worship among Christians and Muslims in the Mediterranean
region; see for instance Albera and Couroucli (2012).

13. The name is a pseudonym for purposes of confidentiality. Ismael was inter-
viewed in April 3th 2020 in Cordoba.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributor

Mar Griera is a professor in the Sociology Department at the Universitat Autònoma de
Barcelona. Avi Astor is an Associate Professor at the Universitat Autònoma de Barce-
lona. Marian Burchardt is a professor in the Department of Transregionalisation at the
Institute of Sociology at the University of Leipzig and the Leipzig Research Centre
Global Dynamics (ReCentGlobe). He is also a Senior Research Partner at the Max
Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Multicultural Societies, Göttingen.

References

Albera, D. and Couroucli, M., 2012. Sharing sacred spaces in the Mediterranean:
Christians, Muslims, and Jews at shrines and sanctuaries. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Arce-Sainz, F., 2015. La supuesta basílica de San Vicente en Córdoba: de mito histórico
a obstinación historiográfica. Al-Qantara, 36 (1), 11–44.

Argitia, E., 2014. Reconquistar la mezquita, o cómo hacer invisible lo evidente. Rebel-
Arte (Revista colaborativa de mesas de convergencia de Córdoba), 2, 24–31.

Ashworth, G. and Tunbridge, J., 1996. Dissonant heritage: the management of the past
as a resource in conflict. Chichester: Wiley.

CULTURAL STUDIES 835

https://www.diariocordoba.com/cultura/2005/01/20/san-vicente-mezquita-catedral-38810391.html
https://www.diariocordoba.com/cultura/2005/01/20/san-vicente-mezquita-catedral-38810391.html
https://www.diariocordoba.com/cultura/2005/01/20/san-vicente-mezquita-catedral-38810391.html


Astor, A., Burchardt, M., and Griera, M., 2017. The politics of religious heritage: framing
claims to religion as culture in Spain. Journal for the scientific study of religion, 56 (1),
126–142.

Astor, A., Burchardt, M., and Griera, M., 2019. Polarization and the limits of politiciza-
tion: Cordoba’s Mosque-Cathedral and the politics of cultural heritage. Qualitative
sociology, 42 (3), 337–360.

Báez, J.J. and Rosa, B., 2017. Patrimonio cultural en disputa: la Mezquita-Catedral de
Córdoba. Cuadernos geográficos, 56 (1), 322–343.

Balkenhol, M., van den Hemel, E., and Stengs, I., eds., 2020. The secular sacred: emotions
of belonging and the perils of nation and religion. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bendix, R., 2018. Culture and value: tourism, heritage, and property. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press.

Burchardt, M., 2020. Regulating difference: Religious diversity and nationhood in the
secular West. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Carvajal López, J.C., 2021. Debate arqueológico y polémica titularidad de la Mezquita:
que no nos la cuelen [online]. Info Libre, 24 April. Available from: https://www.
infolibre.es/opinion/plaza-publica/debate-arqueologico-polemica-titularidad-mez
quita-no-cuelen_1_1196739.html [Accessed 30 January 2023].

El Confidencial Autonómico, 2010. ‘El uso compartido de la catedral de Córdoba
significa: católicos váyanse’. Demetrio Fernández, obispo de Córdoba [online]. El
Confidencial Autonómico, 14 June, Available from: https://autonomico.
elconfidencialdigital.com/articulo/han_dicho/compartido-Cordoba-catolicos-Dem
etrio-Fernandez/20100614020000008757.html [Accessed 29 July 2023].

El Mundo, 2010. El obispo de Córdoba: ‘Abrir la Mezquita a los musulmanes significa:
católicos váyanse’ [online]. El Mundo, 14 June, Europa Press. Available from: https://
www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2010/06/12/andalucia/1276345221.html [Accessed 3
August 2023].

Figueras, A., 2006. Rezo islámico en la puerta de la Mezquita de Córdoba para pedir su
uso compartido [online]. El Mundo, 29 December, Available from: https://www.
elmundo.es/elmundo/2006/12/28/espana/1167322684.html?a = 010aa52fa778d6d
7e5ab16c5e05a039f&t = 1167336007 [Accessed 3 August 2023].

García-Sanjuán, A., 2018. Rejecting al-Andalus, exalting the Reconquista: historical
memory in contemporary Spain. Journal of medieval Iberian studies, 10 (1), 127–145.

Gieryn, T.F., 2002. What buildings do. Theory and society, 31 (1), 35–74.
Griera, M., 2020. The many shapes of interreligious relations in contemporary Spain.

Interdisciplinary journal for religion and transformation in contemporary society, 6
(2), 317–341.

Griera, M., Burchardt, M., Astor, A., 2019. European identities, heritage, and the iconic
power of multi-religious buildings: Cordoba’s Mosque Cathedral and Berlin’s House
of One. In Volume 10: interreligious dialogue. Leiden: Brill, 13–31.

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B., 1998. Destination culture: tourism, museums, and heritage.
Oakland: University of California Press.

La Información, 2014. Estiman ‘imposible’ el rezo compartido en la Mezquita-Catedral
de Córdoba [online]. La Información, 19 November, Available from: https://www.
lainformacion.com/arte-cultura-y-espectaculos/estiman-imposible-el-rezo-compar
tido-en-la-mezquita-catedral-de-cordoba_8j9Qx6lrCt8W3W98xI3Gi2/ [Accessed 3
January 2023].

La Vanguardia, 2014. Obispo de Córdoba: ‘Atacar la Catedral es atacar el corazón de la
Iglesia’ [online]. La Vanguardia, 1 July, Sociedad. Available from: https://www.

836 M. GRIERA ET AL.

https://www.infolibre.es/opinion/plaza-publica/debate-arqueologico-polemica-titularidad-mezquita-no-cuelen_1_1196739.html
https://www.infolibre.es/opinion/plaza-publica/debate-arqueologico-polemica-titularidad-mezquita-no-cuelen_1_1196739.html
https://www.infolibre.es/opinion/plaza-publica/debate-arqueologico-polemica-titularidad-mezquita-no-cuelen_1_1196739.html
https://autonomico.elconfidencialdigital.com/articulo/han_dicho/compartido-Cordoba-catolicos-Demetrio-Fernandez/20100614020000008757.html
https://autonomico.elconfidencialdigital.com/articulo/han_dicho/compartido-Cordoba-catolicos-Demetrio-Fernandez/20100614020000008757.html
https://autonomico.elconfidencialdigital.com/articulo/han_dicho/compartido-Cordoba-catolicos-Demetrio-Fernandez/20100614020000008757.html
https://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2010/06/12/andalucia/1276345221.html
https://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2010/06/12/andalucia/1276345221.html
https://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2006/12/28/espana/1167322684.html?a=010aa52fa778d6d7e5ab16c5e05a039f%26t=1167336007
https://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2006/12/28/espana/1167322684.html?a=010aa52fa778d6d7e5ab16c5e05a039f%26t=1167336007
https://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2006/12/28/espana/1167322684.html?a=010aa52fa778d6d7e5ab16c5e05a039f%26t=1167336007
https://www.lainformacion.com/arte-cultura-y-espectaculos/estiman-imposible-el-rezo-compartido-en-la-mezquita-catedral-de-cordoba_8j9Qx6lrCt8W3W98xI3Gi2/
https://www.lainformacion.com/arte-cultura-y-espectaculos/estiman-imposible-el-rezo-compartido-en-la-mezquita-catedral-de-cordoba_8j9Qx6lrCt8W3W98xI3Gi2/
https://www.lainformacion.com/arte-cultura-y-espectaculos/estiman-imposible-el-rezo-compartido-en-la-mezquita-catedral-de-cordoba_8j9Qx6lrCt8W3W98xI3Gi2/
https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20140701/54410606848/obispo-de-cordoba-atacar-la-catedral-es-atacar-el-corazon-de-la-iglesia.html


lavanguardia.com/vida/20140701/54410606848/obispo-de-cordoba-atacar-la-cate
dral-es-atacar-el-corazon-de-la-iglesia.html [Accessed 29 July 2023].

La Voz de Cordoba, 2017. Title missing [online]. La Voz de Cordoba, 31 March, Religion
y Cofradias, Available from: https://www.lavozdecordoba.es/religion-y-cofradias/
2017/03/31/32453/# [Accessed 29 July 2023].

Lowenthal, D., 1998. Fabricating heritage. History & memory, 10 (1), 5–24.
Meyer, B, 2006. Religious sensations: Why media, aesthetics and power matter in the

study of contemporary religion. Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit.
Meyer, B., 2010. Aesthetics of persuasion: global Christianity and Pentecostalism’s sen-

sational forms. South Atlantic quarterly, 109 (4), 741–763.
Meyer, B., 2019. Recycling the Christian past: the heritagisation of Christianity and

national identity in the Netherlands. In: R.M. Buikema, A. Buyse, and A. C. G. M.
Robben, eds. Culture, citizenship and human rights. London: Routledge, 64–88.

Moneo, R., 1985. La vida de los edificios. Arquitectura, 256, 26–36.
Monteiro, L.D., 2011. The Mezquita of Córdoba is Made of More than Bricks: Towards a

Broader Definition of the “Heritage” Protected at UNESCO World Heritage Sites.
Archaeologies, 7 (2), 312–328.

Moreno, A., 2020. Los arqueólogos de la Iglesia no localizan la basílica cristiana bajo
la Mezquita de Córdoba [online]. Público, 18 January. Available from:
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/arqueologos-iglesia-no-localizan-basilica-cristiana-
mezquita-cordoba.html#analytics-noticia:contenido-enlace [Accessed 7 December
2022].

Plan director, 2021. Plan director de la Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba 2020, 2021.
Cordoba: Cabildo Catedral de Córdoba.

Plataforma Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba: Patrimonio de tod@s, 2017. Uso abusivo y
desnaturalización de la Mezquita-Catedral.

Raya, M.J., 2022. La excavación en la Mezquita de Córdoba confirma la existencia del
mayor complejo episcopal de Hispania [online]. El periódico de España, 9 March,
Patrimonio. Available from: https://www.epe.es/es/espana/20220309/excavacion-
mezquita-cordoba-mayor-complejo-episcopal-hispania-13346892 [Accessed 7
December 2022].

Reina, C., 2014. Google rectifica y la Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba vuelve al
mapa [online]. El Diario, 26 November. Available from: https://www.eldiario.es/
andalucia/google-rectifica-mezquita-catedral-vuelve-mapa_1_4497992.html
[Accessed 3 January 2023].

Religion en Libertad, 2010. UGT defiende el culto compartido en la catedral
de Córdoba para mejorar el turismo [online]. Religion en Libertad, 7 April,
Noticias. Available from: https://www.religionenlibertad.com/noticias/8038/ugt-
defiende-el-culto-compartido-en-la-catedral-de-cordoba-para.html [Accessed 29
July 2023].

Rodríguez-Temiño, I., and Almansa-Sánchez, J., 2021. The use of past events as political
symbols in Spain. The example of Vox and the need for a new archaeology of
ethnicity. International journal of heritage studies, 27 (10), 1064–1078.

Ruggles, D.F., 2011. The stratigraphy of forgetting: the Great Mosque of Cordoba and
its contested legacy. In: H. Silverman, ed. Contested cultural heritage. New York:
Springer, 51–67.

Sansi, R., 2016. Miracles, rituals, heritage: The invention of nature in Candomblé. The
journal of Latin American and Caribbean anthropology, 21 (1), 61–82.

Saraswat, A., 2020. After Hagia Sophia, now ruler of Sharjah wants Cordoba cathedral
in Spain turned into mosque [online]. International Business Times, 28 July,

CULTURAL STUDIES 837

https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20140701/54410606848/obispo-de-cordoba-atacar-la-catedral-es-atacar-el-corazon-de-la-iglesia.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20140701/54410606848/obispo-de-cordoba-atacar-la-catedral-es-atacar-el-corazon-de-la-iglesia.html
https://www.lavozdecordoba.es/religion-y-cofradias/2017/03/31/32453/#
https://www.lavozdecordoba.es/religion-y-cofradias/2017/03/31/32453/#
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/arqueologos-iglesia-no-localizan-basilica-cristiana-mezquita-cordoba.html#analytics-noticia:contenido-enlace
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/arqueologos-iglesia-no-localizan-basilica-cristiana-mezquita-cordoba.html#analytics-noticia:contenido-enlace
https://www.epe.es/es/espana/20220309/excavacion-mezquita-cordoba-mayor-complejo-episcopal-hispania-13346892
https://www.epe.es/es/espana/20220309/excavacion-mezquita-cordoba-mayor-complejo-episcopal-hispania-13346892
https://www.eldiario.es/andalucia/google-rectifica-mezquita-catedral-vuelve-mapa_1_4497992.html
https://www.eldiario.es/andalucia/google-rectifica-mezquita-catedral-vuelve-mapa_1_4497992.html
https://www.religionenlibertad.com/noticias/8038/ugt-defiende-el-culto-compartido-en-la-catedral-de-cordoba-para.html
https://www.religionenlibertad.com/noticias/8038/ugt-defiende-el-culto-compartido-en-la-catedral-de-cordoba-para.html


Religion. Available from: https://www.ibtimes.sg/after-hagia-sophia-now-ruler-
sharjah-wants-cordoba-cathedral-spain-turned-into-mosque-49164#google_vignette
[Accessed 29 July 2023].

Steiner, S. and Neumeier, E., 2021. “A Church is Never Just a Church”: Hagia Sophia and
the Mutability of Monuments. Journal of the Ottoman and Turkish studies associ-
ation, 8 (1), 215–221.

Tremlett, G., 2010. Two arrested after fight in Cordoba’s former mosque [online]. The
Guardian, 1 April, Islam. Available from: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/
apr/01/muslim-catholic-mosque-fight [Accessed 29 July 2023].

UNESCO World Heritage Convention, 2023. Historic Centre of Cordoba [online].
Available from: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/313 [Accessed 29 July 2023].

Van de Port, M., and Meyer, B., 2018. Heritage dynamics: politics of authentication,
aesthetics of persuasion and the cultural production of the real: Introduction.
In: B. Meyer, and M. van de Port, eds. Sense and essence: heritage and the cultural
production of the real. Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2–39.

Weir, T.H., 2021. Heritage and religious change in contemporary Europe: interactions
along three axes. Trajecta, 30 (2), 217–242.

Whyte, W., 2006. How do buildings mean? Some issues of interpretation in the history
of architecture. History and theory, 45 (2), 153–177.

838 M. GRIERA ET AL.

https://www.ibtimes.sg/after-hagia-sophia-now-ruler-sharjah-wants-cordoba-cathedral-spain-turned-into-mosque-49164#google_vignette
https://www.ibtimes.sg/after-hagia-sophia-now-ruler-sharjah-wants-cordoba-cathedral-spain-turned-into-mosque-49164#google_vignette
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/apr/01/muslim-catholic-mosque-fight
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/apr/01/muslim-catholic-mosque-fight
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/313

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Religion, contested heritage, and the politics of authenticity
	The Muslimness of the Mezquita in popular memory and representations
	Rising tensions surrounding the Cathedral chapter’s dominion
	The quest for origins: archaeology and practices of authentication
	The Mosque-Cathedral as a ‘living building’ and a site of ‘intangible heritage’
	The impossibility of sharing sacred space
	Conclusions
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributor
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


