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Foreword

After some years living in a religious congregation and carrying out pious 
works in Rome, Saint Philip Neri (1515–1595), usually identified as the Third 
Apostle of Rome, saw the Congregation of the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri formal-
ly recognised by a papal bull in 1575. The members of the congregation – usual-
ly known as Oratorians – were secular priests living together under a religious 
rule without having taken religious vows. From early on, the Oratorians were 
in close connection with parishes, serving as clergy and getting involved in 
apostolate, assistance and education, as well as in the production of art. Later 
on, numerous Oratorian congregations were established across Europe, as well 
as in America and Asia. These congregations functioned autonomously, but 
maintained close connections with one another, forming a kind of confedera-
tion; unlike religious orders, they were not subordinate to a central authority.

The Church of Santa Maria in Vallicella, Rome, was granted as the head-
quarters of the first Congregation of the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri; it was 
completely renovated soon after, and consecrated in 1577. This church is an ar-
tistic masterpiece, containing works of some of the most renowned artists and 
architects from the 16th century onwards. Whilst it is believed that Oratorians 
never developed their own brand of “artistic style” – unlike other religious in-
stitutions – the fact remains that they sponsored a vast number of works of art 
from well-known artists, often of great significance, forming a corpus that is 
yet to be studied in due depth.

In fact, while major Oratorian churches, such as the ones in Rome, Turin, 
Genoa, Lodi and Vicenza are well-studied, documented and widely-recognised, 
other Oratorian churches are still insufficiently known outside the local  
region – especially the Oratorian buildings outside Italy, but also some Italian 
ones. The same is true with other forms of art belonging to the Oratorians or 
their patrons, namely paintings, sculptures and decorative arts. And even main 
artists working for Oratorians were also studied in depth, such as Francesco 
Borromini, Filippo Juvarra, Pietro Antonio Corradi, Guido Reni, Domenico 
Zorzi, Carlo Maratta and Pietro da Cortona, among others, while other artists 
are still understudied.

We cannot say the Oratorian art is unknown or unstudied… While the life 
and history of Saint Philip Neri, his congregation and his most prominent  
Oratorian followers are undoubtedly well-known due to numerous publi-
cations (which do not need to be mentioned here), the art produced under 
Oratorian patronage is still poorly known, with the exception of a couple of 
general books mainly on major Oratorian art pieces.
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viii Foreword

Outside this kind of “jet-set” Oratorian artistic production, how can we un-
derstand the art and culture of the Oratorians of Saint Philip Neri? How can 
we develop a general perspective of the Oratorian art in less-known Oratori-
an buildings in Italy, or especially in other countries where Oratorians had an 
important presence, such as Spain, Portugal or the United Kingdom? Or even 
in the overseas territories of European colonial powers, as New Spain, Brazil 
or Portuguese India, where the Oratorian activity was, at some crucial times, 
fundamental for the Catholic establishment?

The truth is that the Oratorians of Saint Philip Neri, as well as their artis-
tic production, were many times neglected in favour of other bigger religious 
orders, with more power, wealth and a more effective propaganda apparatus, 
such as Jesuits, Franciscans, Benedictines, etc. Despite being known as an in-
fluential Catholic institution – in some cases with its members even seen as 
opponents of the Jesuits, counterbalancing thus their power and, after their ex-
pulsion from some countries, inclusively substituting them – its establishment 
in territories outside Italy was not impressive enough to grasp the interest of 
modern art historians (beyond the masterpieces and celebrated artists).

Fortunately, in the last decade, several researchers have launched investi-
gations into the art and culture associated with the Oratorians of Saint Philip 
Neri, bringing new insights which were absent from previous critical interpre-
tations. These new insights focused on churches, paintings, sculptures, jewel-
lery, music, treatises and even other forms of spirituality, culture and action 
underestimated until then. New artists who worked with the Oratorians be-
came known, as well as their artworks. Connections between Oratorian con-
gregations and between Oratorians and local communities were analysed, as 
well as their political relevance. But despite all these advances in bringing to 
light the Oratorian art and culture in the last decade, a broader overview on 
this theme was still missing.

This is where this book of essays comes in, with its effort to close this knowl-
edge gap, and intending to discuss the art and culture produced or associated 
to the Oratorians of Saint Philip Neri, especially focusing on issues still little 
known by most people, including many experts. This book is intended to be a 
key work in the studies on Oratorian art, in which the authors will focus on this 
very important artistic production, commonly forgotten when compared with 
other religious productions of art.
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Chapter 13

Oratorian Architecture in Spain during the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

José Antonio Díaz-Gómez

1 Introduction

This chapter aims to clarify the two architectural models that determined the 
evolution of Oratorian churches in peninsular Spain during the early modern 
age. The first key aspect to address is the purpose of the Oratorian churches, 
which was not merely the common liturgical or devotional usage. From its 
inception, the Congregation of the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri resolved to fight 
against pagan diversions, especially by countering popular dramas with Chris-
tian ones,1 directly inspired by the very successful practice of its founder, Saint 
Philip Neri (1515–1545), who used to indoctrinate poor children and unlettered 
people with the help of Christian drama.2

This practice resulted in a new musical genre, the sacred opera or sacred 
oratory, representing numerous glorious compositions in history, and par-
adoxically in the Protestant world, by Handel and Bach.3 The sacred oratory 
began in the mid-sixteenth century around the circle of Saint Philip Neri. This 
influential Roman parish priest was determined to reform the habits of Roman 
clerics and laypeople. Nevertheless, the Papacy saw in his charisma a very use-
ful political and, of course, ecclesial instrument to counter the strong Catholic 
monarchs’ power in Europe.4

The main problem for the Pope was likely the excessive influence of Spain on 
religious matters. It must be remembered that Emperor Charles V (1500–1558) 

1 Manuel Conciencia, Vida admirable de el Glorioso Thaumaturgo de Roma, perfectísimo mod-
elo del Estado Eclesiástico, y Sagrado Fundador de la Congregación del Oratorio, San Felipe Neri 
(Madrid: Imprenta de Antonio Sanz Conciencia, 1760), 1: 172–164.

2 Howard E. Smither, A history of the oratorio (Oxforf: Clarendon, 1987), 23–75.
3 Arnaldo Morelli, “La circolazione dell’oratorio italiano nel Seicento,” Studi musicali 26 (1997): 

105–186.
4 Esther Jiménez, “Contrarios a la hegemonía hispana: Felipe Neri y el intento de reforma 

espiritual de la Compañía de Jesús (1533–1573),” in Los jesuitas: Religión, política y educación 
(siglos XVI–XVIII), eds. José Martínez, Henar Pizarro and Esther Jiménez (Madrid: Universi-
dad Pontificia de Comillas, 2012), 1: 353–355.
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was the first to break the fortress of the Papacy during the Sack of Rome in 
1527. As punishment for the Pope’s alliance with the League of Cognac, the 
imperial troops plundered the city of Rome and imprisoned the Pope for nine 
months.5 Moreover, if one considers that just ten years earlier, Martin Luther 
(1483–1546) had begun the Reformation with the support of the German 
princes, it becomes clear that the Papal authority was in the doldrums. Con-
sequently, the European monarchs started to consider establishing their own 
national churches led by the Crown6 and, finally, one of the most painful coups 
de grâce was the English Reformation by Henry VIII (1491–1547) in 1534.7

Within this difficult context, the Papacy needed to whitewash its author-
ity and, of course, the image of its secular clergy. The solution was to imitate 
the prestigious structures of the regular clergy to create new religious orders 
integrated by priests following a common rule. Their new dedication was to 
an intense evangelisation of people of all strata. The first meetings for this 
purpose took place in private episcopal oratories, and with the birth of the 
Theatine congregation by Saint Cajetan of Thiene (1480–1547) in 1524, the 
 Oratorian movement was initiated.8

After the Theatines, many new regular orders and congregations of cler-
ics emerged in different Italian regions, such as the Barnabites (1530), Jesuits 
(1540), Somascan Fathers (1568), Leonardines (1574), Camillians (1578), Adorno 
Fathers (1588), Piarists (1617), and many more.9 The Oratorians emerged in 1551 
as the Brotherhood of the Small Oratory founded by Saint Philip Neri to indoc-
trinate the children in the Roman Church of San Girolamo della Carità. Finally, 
owing to the popularity of this charismatic priest, they were officially estab-
lished in 1575 as the Congregation of the Oratory (of Saint Philip Neri, from 
1622 onwards) in the Church of Santa Maria in Vallicella, due to the Papacy’s 
interest in creating a new kind of congregation directly dependent on Rome, 
without the structure of provincial and general superiors of religious orders.10 
The foundation of an Oratorian house would, therefore, be a stronghold of 

5 Antonio Di Pierro, Il Sacco di Roma (Rome: Mondadori, 2003), 6–9; Massimo Miglio, 
 Vincenzo De Caprio, Daniel Arasse and Alberto Asor Rosa, Il Sacco di Roma del 1527 e 
l’immaginario collectivo (Rome: Istituto Nazionale di Studi Romani, 1986): 11–35.

6 Jiménez, “Contrarios a la hegemonía,” 353–355.
7 Paolo Prodi, Il sovrano pontefice - Un corpo e due anime: La monarchia papale nella prima 

età moderna (Rome: Il Mulino, 1982), 15–79.
8 Marcella Campanelli, I Teatini (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1987), 3–10.
9 José Antonio Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones del Oratorio de San Felipe 

Neri y de Clérigos Regulares Menores en las jurisdicciones diocesanas de Granada y Gua-
dix: Historia y patrimonio” (PhD diss., University of Granada, 2018), 1: 67–75.

10 Conciencia, Vida admirable, 1: 176–178.
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absolute loyalty to the Papacy, despite monarchical powers over religious mat-
ters, and the Pope could apply his right (Potestas indirecta) to intervene in 
political matters using religious influence.11

2 Particularities of the Spanish Sociohistorical Context

During the sixteenth century, the Hispanic Church was at a very propitious 
moment. An Italian order promoted by Spanish priests, the Jesuits, rapidly 
became the most influential religious institution in both the West and the 
East. Furthermore, the main Catholic reform processes were initiated by Span-
ish Carmelites and Franciscans,12 another factor that contributed to the loss 
of authority and influence of the Papacy in the largest empire in the world 
at the time. Therefore, the new Italian orders, especially the known priestly 
 congregations, were promoted by the Papacy as a means of consolidating the 
independence of the Roman Church.13

In that sense, the Oratorians initially faced radical opposition from the 
monarchical institutions in Spain. When they tried to erect new headquarters, 
the Royal Councils of Castile and Aragon opposed them. Ultimately, the Crown 
denied them a licence on the grounds that the Spanish cities already had more 
than enough convents and orders, the Oratorian presence was unnecessary, 
and, to make matters worse, Saint Philip Neri was an unknown personality to 
the Spanish people.14 Only Italian residents of Spain knew of the Oratorian 
founder and tried to spread his charisma through brotherhoods of clerics and 
faithful, such as the Brotherhood of the Oratory in Valencia or the popular 
School of Christ that was present in many cities.15

Finally, drama saved the Oratorians. Despite fierce political opposition, 
the first Oratorian community was formed in Valencia in 1645.16 Previously, in  

11 Beatriz Cárceles, “El recurso de fuerza en los conflictos entre Felipe II y el Papado: La plen-
itudo quædam iuris”, Espacio, Tiempo y Forma 13, serie IV, (2000): 19–36.

12 José Martínez, “El movimiento descalzo en los siglos XVI y XVII,” Libros de la Corte 3 
(2015): 102–105 (special issue).

13 Jiménez, “Contrarios a la hegemonía,” 349–351; José Martínez, “El movimiento descalzo 
en las órdenes religiosas,” in La monarquía de Felipe III, ed. José Martínez (Madrid: 
 Fundación Mapfre - Instituto de Cultura, 2008), 79–108.

14 Estela Callado, “Origen, progreso y primeras tribulaciones del Oratorio de San Felipe Neri 
en España: El caso valenciano,” Libros de la Corte 3 (2015): 52–54.

15 Fermín Labarga, La Santa Escuela de Cristo (Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 
2013), 58–65.

16 Callado, “Origen, progreso,” 52–54.
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1622, Pope Gregory XV (1554–1623) had accepted the canonisation of four new 
Spanish saints in exchange for the canonisation of an Italian priest with them. 
In this way, the reforming personalities of Saint Teresa of Avila, Saint Ignatius 
of Loyola, Saint Francis Xavier, and Saint Isidore of Seville (a popular figure 
of devotion in rural areas) were raised to the altars in the same ceremony as 
Saint Philip Neri; it was the greatest canonisation celebration in the Catholic 
world and in history.17 This event spread awareness of Saint Philip Neri and his 
Oratorians in Spain, people started to pray to him, and his congregation could 
launch the initiative to establish new foundations in this kingdom.18

The Oratorians were able to found new houses in Spain owing to the solid 
support for their new devotions and Christian drama. For instance, their new 
devotion to the Virgin of Sorrows in particular helped them gain popularity. 
From the last third of the seventeenth century and, as we will discuss in the 
next pages, owing to the Oratory of Granada, the Spanish Oratorians promoted 
devotion to the Seven Sorrows of Mary. The prayer of this devotion was new, 
and Pope Clement X (1590–1676) gave his licence for its public practice in the 
Kingdom of Spain in 1671, following the model created by the Oratorians and 
the Archbishop of Granada, Diego Escolano y Ledesma (1609–1672).19 From 
this moment on, Spanish cities started to see brotherhoods and artistic images 
of the Virgin of the Seven Sorrows; the Oratorians were their promoters and the 
first temples in the world consecrated to this Marian dedication were Spanish 
churches of the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri.20

The sacred oratory was a different mechanism. Spanish popular theatre was 
a bastion of unpopular opinions against the monarchy, and Oratorian spiritu-
ality had arrived in Spain with a plan to eradicate popular theatre and replace 
it with new Oratorian houses.21 That was the only way the Oratorians could 
demonstrate the utility of the new congregation to the monarchy in a land 
saturated with different religious orders. The opinion of the Crown, however, 
was different from that of the people, who understood theatre as an escape 
from the harsh conditions of their daily reality. Thus, if devotion to the Sorrows 
of Mary made the Oratorians popular, their fight against theatre made them 

17 Esther Jiménez, “La canonización de Ignacio de Loyola (1622): Lucha de intereses entre 
Roma, Madrid y París,” Chronica Nova 42 (2016): 79–102.

18 Juan Marciano, Memorias históricas de la Congregación del Oratorio (Madrid: Imprenta de 
Nicolás de Castro, 1854) 5: 8.

19 José Antonio Diáz-Gómez, “La Virgen de los Dolores (1671) de José de Mora: Estudio y 
nuevos datos en torno a la dolorosa servita de Granada,” Arte y Patrimonio 3 (2018): 55–76.

20 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 627.
21 Estela Callado, “El Oratorio de San Felipe Neri y la controversia sobre las comedias en la 

Valencia del siglo XVII,” Hispania Sacra 127 (2011): 139–145.
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simultaneously unpopular,22 and the strategies of the Oratory of Saint Philip 
Neri in Spain, accordingly, had to be based on the very complicated aim of 
pleasing the monarchy and the people to survive.

3  Putting Faith in the Model of Vignola during the  
Seventeenth Century

As stated above, 1645 was the year when the prestigious priest Luis Crespí 
de Borja (1607–1663) founded the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri in the city of 
Valencia. This Spanish city was the main peninsular port to Italy, with a solid 
community of Italian nobles and clerics.23 These Italian residents imported 
the devotion to Saint Philip Neri to Spain after his canonisation in 1622 and 

22 Callado, “Origen, progreso,” 70.
23 David Igual, Valencia e Italia en el siglo XV: Rutas, mercados y hombres de negocios en el 

espacio económico del Mediterráneo occidental (Valencia: Universitat, 1996), 79–110; 
 Manuel Rivero, “Italia en la Monarquía Hispánica (siglos XVI–XVIII),” Studia Historica, 
Historia Moderna 26 (2004): 19–41.

Figure 13.1  Oratorian foundations in Spain from the eighteen century to the present
Drawing by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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built the first Spanish altar dedicated to this saint in the Church of San Andrés. 
Shortly after, in 1633, Luis Crespí travelled to Rome and visited the sites of Saint 
Philip Neri. The Oratorians of the former Santa María in the Vallicella commu-
nity noted the opportunity to found the first Spanish Oratory in Valencia using 
the influences of this priest, and they requested from him the first Spanish 
translation of the biography of Saint Philip Neri.24

Two years later, Luis Crespí returned to Valencia and joined the other 
two priests, Felipe Pesantes (1584–1660) and Miguel Cervelló, to found the 
first Spanish Oratory. The success of this first house in Spain rested on two 
essential pillars. The first was the comparatively less difficult acceptance of 
the Council of Aragon and the Archbishop of Valencia, owing to the Orato-
rians’ fight against popular dramas. Initially, the Oratorians of Valencia pur-
chased the theatre site to transform it into a new church and convent in 1644 
and set up a non-authorised community with other priests; predictably, they 
obtained the endorsement of the authorities, but they simultaneously suffered 
attacks – verbal, printed, and even physical – from dramatists and members 
of the public.25 This situation would be repeated during the foundation of the 
congregation in cities such as Villena, Ezcaray, and Seville;26 it was only with 
time, the success of the new devotions, and threats of excommunication that 
peace was restored.

Nevertheless, the Valencia community needed to raise its second pillar, to 
develop new Oratorian practices. In this sense, they also needed composers to 
write sacred operas in the Spanish language and a spacious place to stage these 
new compositions. Numerous Oratorians of this first foundation became pres-
tigious musicians due to this particular genre, such as Antonio Teodoro Ortells 
(1647–1706), Pedro Martínez de Orgambide, and Pere Rabassa (1683–1767). The 
notable success of their compositions demanded a high-capacity venue for 
the performances. Finally, the new residence and church were the result of the 
union of different popular houses whose courtyard was the site of the earlier 
theatre.27

The liturgy and the Christian drama had to take place in the same build-
ing: a new large church. The architectural model for this was clear; success in 
their venture would require them to emulate the idea of the founder of the for-
mer house. The model was the Church of Santa Maria in Vallicella, also called 

24 Callado, “Origen, progreso,” 52–54; Marciano, Memorias históricas, 5: 12.
25 Callado, “Origen, progreso,” 70.
26 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 97–202.
27 Raúl Angulo and Antoni Pons, Pedro Rabassá (1683–1767): La gloria de los santos (1715) 

(Madrid: Ars Hispana, 2017), 1–9.
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Chiesa Nuova (New Church). However, which model inspired the reform led by 
Saint Philip Neri? The only valid model for counter-reformation practices was 
the ground plan that Giacomo Vignola (1507–1573) had sketched for the nearby 
Jesuit Church of the Gesù in 1568.28

The Church of Santa Maria in Vallicella was an old Roman temple erected in 
the thirteenth century and dedicated to the Nativity of the Virgin Mary. When 
Pope Gregory XIII (1502–1585) sanctioned the Congregation of the Oratory in 
1575, he bestowed the old, dilapidated church on Saint Philip Neri and his fol-
lowers so that they would rebuild it.29 Matteo di Città di Castello (c.1530-c.1597) 
was the architect in charge of building the new church inspired by the Church 
of Il Gesù but bigger. Later modifications were made by architects such as Mar-
tino Longhi (1602–1660) and Giacomo della Porta (c.1540–1602), who ended 
the work in 1617.30 In fact, while the Gesù has six lateral chapels, Santa Maria in 
Vallicella has ten, which are also deeper, thanks to the extension by Della Porta. 
Each of these chapels is dedicated to a different mystery of the life of the Virgin 
Mary and is decorated with polychromatic marble and paintings, following the 
design of artists Domenico Fontana (1543–1607) and Giovanni Antonio Dosio 
(1533–1611).31

The main façade was planned by Fausto Rughesi from 1594 to 1614, follow-
ing Vignola again:32 two levels, each one divided into five bays, with the cen-
tral bay, of course, being wider than the laterals. A stairway comes before the 
architectural ensemble, and four central Corinthian columns and eight pilas-
ters are supported on it. The two levels are separated by a stepped entablature 
that is only interrupted in its centre by an arched pediment containing reliefs 
with the Madonna and the angels over the central door. The decoration of the 
second level consists of smaller pilasters surrounding a central window and 
lateral niches with sculptures of Oratorian saints, each with its own triangu-
lar or circular pediment. Finally, a great triangular pediment covers the entire 
ensemble with a narrow volute on each side.

During that period, throughout most of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, the design of Vignola was the only valid model for the Oratorians’ 
needs in the Catholic world. In the case of Valencia, the new foundation was 

28 Giovanni Sale, “Committente e fruitori d’opera nella Roma del Cinquecento: Il progetto 
del Gesù di Roma,” La Civiltà Cattolica 3 (2001): 247–260.

29 Antonio Cistellini, “Oratoriani,” in Dizionario degli Istituti di Perfezione, eds. Guerrino 
 Pelliccia and Giancarlo Rocca (Rome: Paoline, 1977), 6: 765–775.

30 Mariano Armellini, Le chiese di Roma: Dal secolo IV al XIX (Rome: Edizioni del Pasquino, 
1982), 244.

31 Conciencia, Vida admirable, 1: 278.
32 Armellini, Le chiese di Roma, 244.
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Figure 13.2  Tomás Vicente Tosca, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Valencia, 1727–1736
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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supported by the patronage of King Philip IV (1605–1665) in 1657, one year after 
the ratification of the new Oratorian house by Pope Alexander VII (1599–1667), 
as a reward for defending the monarchy against the gossip of the dramatists.33 
At that moment, they opened a small chapel in the Church of San Juan del 
Hospital, while they collected the money that they needed to start the work in 
the theatre: 18,000 ducados.34 In 1685, the Oratorians of Valencia could begin 
the desired work and requested local architect and Oratorian priest Tomás 
Vicente Tosca (1651–1723) to design the new large church, following the model 
of Vignola, which is also present in Santa Maria in Vallicella, as stated before, 
but in this case, with only six lateral chapels (three on each side) and without 
galleries.

Following the Roman model, the decoration was designed by the same 
architect, with pilasters of the Corinthian order and polychromatic marble. 
The paintings depicting Oratorian history by Jerónimo Espinosa (1600–1667), 
José Vergara (1726–1799), and Vicente López (1772–1850) are later and neoclas-
sical.35 Most of the current altarpieces come from the Parish of Saint Thomas, 
which moved to this church when the Oratorians were defrocked in 1836, along 
with the rest of the religious orders in Spain.36 The façade was inspired by the 
Valicella Church, with Spanish baroque touches, especially in the entrance, 
which includes a broken pediment. Another remarkable aspect is the small 
and stark bell tower, whose decoration is focused on the roof, as is usual in the 
Levante region. The whole construction was completed in 1736, following the 
design of the same architect.37

The same plan had been used before, for the second Spanish foundation, in 
the city of Valladolid. It was established in 1646 by a group of local priests, fol-
lowing an unbidden initiative to take care of the poor and old priests of the city 
at Esgueva Hospital. The congregation was increasing, and Bishop Gregorio de 
Pedrosa (1571–1646) decided to lay down the Oratorian rules. One decade later, 

33 Richard  A. Young, La figura del rey y la institución real en la comedia lopesca (Madrid: 
 Ediciones José Porrúa, 1979), 24–90; Jesús Cañas, “El rey y la monarquía en las comedias 
de Francisco Bances Candamo,” Archivum 61–62 (2011–12): 80–86.

34 Juan Miguel Blay, El Oratorio de San Felipe Neri de Valencia (1645–1837) (Valencia: Univer-
sidad Cardenal Herrera CEU, 2021), 79–98; Marciano, Memorias históricas, 5: 169–177.

35 Joaquín Bérchez, ed., Monumentos de la Comunidad Valenciana: Catálogo de Monumentos 
y Conjuntos declarados e incoados (Valencia: Conselleria de Cultura, Educació i Ciència, 
1995), 10: 246–253.

36 Blay, El Oratorio de San Felipe, 137–142.
37 Bérchez, Monumentos de la Comunidad, 10: 246–253.

José Antonio Díaz-Gómez - 9789004697188
Downloaded from Brill.com 09/13/2024 10:32:45AM by joantdaz@gmail.com

via José Antonio Díaz Gómez



282 Díaz-Gómez

they decided to search for a new, larger place for the community and bought a 
house of the Marquis of Orani on Teresa Gil Street.38

The construction of the new church lasted from 1675 to 1683, clearly inspired 
by the Oratory of Valencia. It was a quick construction directed by architect 
Antonio de la Iglesia, with the later addition of a classical brick façade in 
1706 by Diego Hernando, based on the austerity of the surrounding buildings 
from the Spanish Renaissance;39 in fact, the design maintains symmetry and 
includes a squared bell tower on each side of the façade. The current baroque 
altarpieces of all the chapels are originals, from the first half of the eighteenth 
century, and designed by joiner Francisco Villota, with sculptures by Juan and 
Pedro de Ávila.40 The same model would be followed by architect Bartolomé 
Oroño in 1694 for the new Oratory of Alcalá de Henares.

So far, the first two foundations, which occurred in large and important cit-
ies of the kingdom, have been analysed. There were also smaller foundations in 
the countryside, with less support and more poverty, which usually occupied 
pre-existing hermitages, such as the communities of Villena (1651), Cifuentes 
(1671), Molina de Aragón (1680), Ezcaray (1685), Carcabuey (1692), and Medina 
de Pomar (1696). Furthermore, not all urban Oratorian houses were as thriving 
as Valencia or Valladolid. The Oratorians took refuge in pre-existing churches 
or palaces in many cities, including Soria (1658), Zaragoza (1695), Murcia 
(1706), and Baeza (1714).41

Returning to the most solid foundations, the largest oratory in all of Spain 
was, of course, the one in the Royal Court in the city of Madrid. The model 
was Santa Maria in Vallicella once again, after the official ratification in 1660.42 
Sadly, we only know about the outward appearance of this church owing to 
an eighteenth-century engraving, because the building was pulled down in 
1771.43 It was located in Angel Square, and the main element of its design was 

38 Jesús Urrea, “El Oratorio de San Felipe Neri de Valladolid,” Boletín de la Real Academia de 
Bellas Artes de la Purísima Concepción 33 (1998): 14–17.

39 Juan Carlos Anuncio, Guía de arquitectura de Valladolid (Valladolid: Consorcio IV Cente-
nario de la Ciudad, 1996), 26; Juan José Martín and Jesús Urrea, Monumentos religiosos de 
la ciudad de Valladolid I (Valladolid: Diputación Provincial, 1985), 290.

40 Urrea, “El Oratorio de San Felipe,” 14–17.
41 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 97–202.
42 Marciano, Memorias históricas, 5: 20–23.
43 Delfín Rodríguez, “Pérez, Joseph: Proyecto de convento para la Congregación de San 

Felipe Neri en Madrid (1758),” in Dibujos de Arquitectura y Ornamentación del siglo XVIII 
de la Biblioteca Nacional de España, ed. Isabel Clara García-Toraño (Madrid: Biblioteca 
Nacional de España, 2009), 13.
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Figure 13.3  Antonio de la Iglesia and Diego Hernando, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, 
 Valladolid, 1675–1710
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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 undeniably the enormous dome, with a drum and a lantern. A mixed-linear 
profile prevailed on the main façade and entrance, with a very dynamic result.

We do not know anything about its architect, but the design was probably 
the work of the Jesuit Francisco Bautista (1594–1679) and his circle, if we com-
pare the innovative elements of other designs, such as the Church of San Ilde-
fonso in Toledo or the Church of the Jesuit Novitiate in Madrid, especially in 
this latter example regarding the aforementioned mixed-linear profile of the 
façade.44 The permission of King Philip IV made it possible to start the work 
in February 1660. Due to the bad foundations, the bell tower was never built. 
Finally, after the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767, King Charles III (1716–1788) 
ordered the Oratorians to move to the old Jesuit convent in Mayor Street, 
and the Oratorian church and residence were pulled down to expand Angel 
Square.45

Most of these first initiatives were taken by the priests of the Oratory of 
Valencia, who went to those other cities to establish new Oratorian houses, 

44 Antonio Bonet, Iglesias madrileñas del siglo XVII (Madrid: CSIC, 1984), 31–33; Elías Tormo, 
Las iglesias del antiguo Madrid (Madrid: Instituto de España, 1977), 58–109.

45 Pedro de Répide, Las calles de Madrid (Madrid: Afrodisio Aguado, 1981), 155.

Figure 13.4  Juan de Dios de la Rada, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri of Madrid, coloured 
engraving, 1862–1875
source: private collection of José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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following the model of Valencia as closely as possible. This was also true of the 
Oratories of Cadiz in 1672 and Barcelona in 1673. We will consider the founda-
tion of Cadiz in the next section. For now, Barcelona constitutes the last ora-
tory inspired by Valencia. It was initiated by the person who would be the first 
superior of the community, Fr. Oleguer de Montserrat (1626–1694).46

Despite the obstruction of Bishop Alonso de Sotomayor, he founded the 
new community in 1673, as stated before, and completed the work on the 
new church and convent in 1677.47 The result was a quick building project 
that lasted barely four years – solid but very simple. The interior follows the 
same old plan as the previous oratories, with a large central nave and galleries 
over lateral chapels. From 1721 to 1752, the remaining parts were completed 
by architects Pere Bertrán and Salvador Ausich and sculptors Pere Costa and 
Carles Grau, who added and decorated a crossing nave, a central dome, and the 
exterior stone façade without any decoration, except at the entrance where we 
find a frame with two circular pediments and a central niche.48 Lastly, another 
large circular pediment completes the top of the façade.

Nevertheless, in the city of Granada in 1671, a new Oratorian community as 
prosperous and active as in Valencia was born. The Oratory of Granada was 
founded owing to the desire of Archbishop Diego Escolano (1609–1672) to 
introduce a new Marian devotion in Spain: Our Lady of Seven Sorrows. One 
year earlier, the Archbishop of Granada had received the Papal licence to cre-
ate and popularise this devotion in the Kingdom of Spain with the help of the 
first devotee, Queen Mariana of Austria (1634–1696). This devotion was materi-
alised in the same year by one of the most important sculptors of the kingdom, 
José de Mora (1642–1724), responsible for historic achievements in Spanish 
baroque sculpture, following the Renaissance model of Our Lady of Solitude 
of Madrid, created by Gaspar Becerra (1520–1570) in 1565.49

Unlike Valencia, Granada did not replace a theatre, making it impossible to 
justify its utility in this way. From then on, the new mission of the Oratorian 
communities promoted from Granada was to extend the devotion and mira-
cles of the Virgin of Sorrows. All these new oratories, such as those in Seville, 
Cordoba, Baeza, Baza, Malaga, or, indirectly, Cadiz, were dedicated to this 

46 Rafael  Cerro, “El canceller Oleguer de Monserrat, fundador de Oratori de Barcelona i 
bisbe d’Urgell (1617–1694),” Analecta sacra tarraconensia 72 (1999): 148–149.

47 Agustí Mas, “Origen de la congregación del Oratorio en Barcelona,” Vida Oratoriana 20–21 
(1950): 130.

48 Josep de Calassanç Laplana, L’Oratori de Sant Felip Neri de Barcelona i el seu patrimoni 
artístic i monumental (Montserrat: Publicacions de l’Abadia, 1979), 152–265.

49 Díaz, “La Virgen de los Dolores,” 55–76.

José Antonio Díaz-Gómez - 9789004697188
Downloaded from Brill.com 09/13/2024 10:32:45AM by joantdaz@gmail.com

via José Antonio Díaz Gómez



286 Díaz-Gómez

Marian name and cult;50 in fact, the Oratory of Granada was the first church in 
the Catholic world to have that dedication.

Once all obstacles were overcome, the construction of the new church in 
Granada lasted from 1695 to 1725. It was planned by the enigmatic architect 
and astrologer Melchor de Aguirre (c.1640–1697), who again copied Vigno-
la’s model but with more baroque vegetal decoration and symbolic elements, 
such as the “cosmic rose” from an astral chart drawn on the main façade.51 
New elements were also based on the new baroque churches of Madrid and 
Toledo designed by Jesuit architects, such as Pedro Sánchez or Francisco Bau-
tista, with very dynamic structures.52 The first level evinced clear inspiration 
from the façades of Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598–1680), such as the Church of 
Sant’Andrea al Quirinale in Rome, where a convex entrance of grey marble pre-
ceded a straight wall.53 The second level was decorated with the exceptional 

50 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 97–202.
51 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 555–592.
52 Ignacio Luis Henares, “La Catedral: Estética y proyección urbana,” in El libro de la Catedral 

de Granada, ed. Lazaro Gila (Granada: Cabildo Metropolitano de la Catedral, 2005), 1: 269.
53 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 142–185.

Figure 13.5  Pere Bertrán, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Barcelona, 1721–1752
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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Figure 13.6  Manuel Prados, The Oratory of Saint Philip Neri of Granada, oil painting on 
canvas, 2019
source: private collection of José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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motif of the cosmic rose. Two lateral brick towers completed the design of the 
top of the façade.

However, a surprise was located inside the Oratorian church of Granada 
that would become common in the oratories promoted from Granada. A large 
alcove was incorporated for the image of Our Lady of Sorrows – a small pri-
vate chapel housing the image of the Virgin Mary. It was located on the rear 
of the wall of the high altar, over the structure of the sacristy, and was con-
nected to the church through a large arch in the middle of the main altarpiece. 
Unfortunately, most of this building was pulled down after the Oratorians 
were defrocked in 1835.54 Worse than this decline was the end of the Oratory 
of Seville, founded by priests from Granada in 1698 and totally demolished 140 
years later. Currently, we only know that the work on the church lasted from 
1709 to 1711 without a known architect.55

We end the seventeenth-century projects with a mention of the unfinished 
Oratory of Cordoba. The community established itself in the city in 1696, 
promoted by the Oratorians of Granada, copying the plan of their Oratory of 
provenance, following the advice of the future Cardinal Luis Antonio Belluga y 
Moncada (1662–1743).56 In fact, for the construction of the new church, he com-
missioned a pupil of Melchor de Aguirre, born in Lucena (Cordoba), architect 
Francisco Hurtado Izquierdo (1669–1725). The work began one year later using 
the site of the Palace of the Ochoa family, purchased by Belluga. The interior 
maintained the same structure as the Oratory of Granada but was completely 
painted in bright white. Sadly, in 1705, Belluga was appointed Bishop of Murcia, 
and he decided to start spending his money in his new city. Hurtado Izquierdo 
decided to abandon the work at the time, and things progressed slowly until 
1720, and the exterior remained incomplete, as did the alcove for the image of 
Our Lady of Sorrows.57

4 Dynamic Proposals of the Eighteenth Century

Nevertheless, something started to change in the communities that began 
to build their churches in the first half of the eighteenth century. In Spain, 

54 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 186–201.
55 Manuel Martín and José Roda, El Oratorio de San Felipe Neri de Sevilla (Córdoba: Caja Sur, 

2004), 457–574.
56 Juan Bautista Vilar, El Cardenal Belluga: Su obra inédita e impresa (Madrid: Fundación 

Ignacio Larramendi, 2001), 84–98.
57 Juan Aranda, La Congregación del Oratorio de San Felipe Neri de Córdoba: Estudio histórico 

y artístico de un edificio singular (Madrid: Ministerio de Defensa, 2014), 21–83.
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these decades coincided with the last Baroque period in the arts. That was the 
moment when the new Oratories decided to move away from the usual plan 
for their churches. Of course, they continued to require a participative model 
providing as much visibility as possible from every corner of the church. The 
final solution was paradoxical – that is, to eliminate the corners of the plans 
and adopt an elliptical (or oval) plan for the new churches.

Of course, the elliptical plan was not new at this very late Baroque moment. 
The need to expand the ancient central plans had been a concern for the 
Renaissance architects as well. Baldassare Peruzzi (1481–1536), Sebastiano Ser-
lio (1475-c.1554), and Giacomo Vignola (1507–1573) designed elliptical plans to 
solve this problem in sixteenth-century Papal Rome,58 but they were mostly 
theoretical contributions based on the public architecture of classical antiq-
uity, whose paradigm was intended to be more than the Pantheon of Rome. 
Clear examples are the designs of Serlio published in the fifth of The Five Books 

58 Sylvie Duvernoy, “Baroque Oval Churches: Innovative Geometrical Patterns in Early 
 Modern Sacred Architecture,” Nexus Netw Journal 17 (2015): 425–456.

Figure 13.7  Francisco Hurtado Izquierdo, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Cordoba, 
1697–1720
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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of Architecture (1551) and the proposals of Peruzzi for the Hospital of San 
 Giacomo degli Incurabili in Rome in 1592.59

The oldest elliptical space of this period was perhaps the small chapel 
sketched for the Theatines by Peruzzi in the Roman Church of Santa Trinità 
dei Monti, in about 1547.60 In 1552, Vignola included an elliptical vault cover-
ing the regular plan of the Church of Sant’Andrea in Via Flaminia as well as in 
Rome. Two decades later, Vignola designed the first whole church with an oval 
plan, Sant’Anna dei Palafrenieri, which, after all, affirms the traditional litur-
gical message, with a longitudinal conception from the door to the main altar 
that coincides with the major axis.61

The Jesuits chose the elliptical plan as an alternative to the Gesù model, and 
of course, the Jesuits were the promoters of the first whole elliptical church 
in Spain. It was in Seville in 1616 that they began to build this first example 
of the new church for San Hermenegildo College, after the successful experi-
ence in the Chapter Hall of the Sevillian Cathedral in 1572. The design of the 
cathedral room is attributed to Francisco del Castillo (1528–1586), who trained 
with Vignola in Rome, and Andrés de Vandelvira (1509–1575).62 After them, the 
main promoters of this way of building in these regions were the Jesuits and, 
finally, the Oratorians, following the Jesuits. In fact, the author of the plan for 
San Hermenegildo College was Pedro Sánchez, a Jesuit who followed Vignola 
and his disciples and had an idea for a church dedicated to the Virgin Mary.63 
In 1616, Federico Zuccaro published a treatise in which he related the oval form 
to the feminine and the circle and square to the masculine.64

One might consider that the transition from the Gesù model to the oval 
model in Oratorian architecture was the case of the Oratory of Our Lady of 
Sorrows in Cadiz, founded by Oratorian priests from Valencia in 1672. Initially, 
when construction began in 1685, the intention was to copy the Oratory of 
Granada. The original project was approved by the architects of the city cathe-
dral, Vicente Acero (c.1675/80–1739) and Gaspar Cayón, who planned a church 
of lush ornaments but following the first Vignola model. However, a few years 

59 Alfonso Rodríguez de Ceballos, “La planta elíptica de El Escorial al Clasicismo 
español,” Anuario del Departamento de Historia y Teoría del Arte 2 (1990): 151–172.

60 Duvernoy, “Baroque Oval Churches,” 425–456.
61 Javier Cuevas, “La evolución de las iglesias de planta ovalada: Hipótesis para la planta de 

San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane,” Boletín de Arte 28 (2007): 105–126.
62 José Gestoso, Sevilla monumental y artística (Seville: Monte de Piedad y Caja de Ahorros, 

1890), 2: 386.
63 Rodríguez, “La planta elíptica,” 151–172.
64 Wolfgang  Lotz, “Die ovalen Kirchenraume des Cinquecento,” Romisches Johrbuch fur 

Kunstwissenschaft 7 (1955): 87–88.
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Figure 13.8  Blas Díaz, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Cadiz, 1685–1719
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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later, the Oratorians changed their minds and searched for a new architect, 
Blas Díaz, who then designed the elliptical church at the beginning of the eigh-
teenth century.65

The consecration took place in 1719, and the Oratorian chronicles show that 
the model was the Roman Church of San Giacomo in Augusta, built at the end 
of Cinquecento by Francesco Capriani da Volterra (1535–1594) and Carlo Mad-
erno (1556–1629).66 The Jesuits had previously used the same model to build 
the referenced Church of San Hermenegildo in Seville: a big oval surrounded 
by narrow baroque chapels and unadorned galleries, and with a deep main 
altar. Because of its form, it was chosen in 1812 as the location to establish the 
first liberal Parliament of Spain.67

In this way, the Oratory of Cadiz became the inspiration for the last Orato-
rian foundation in the city of Malaga in 1739. This new Oratory of Our Lady of 
Sorrows was promoted by an Oratorian priest of Granada, Cristóbal de Rojas, 
in the house of the Buenavista Count. Due to economic problems, the con-
struction of the church did not start until 1757. It was based on a two-year-old 
design by the architect of the Cathedral of Malaga, José de Bada (1691–1755), 
who died in that same year.68 Consequently, a new architect from Malaga, José 
Martín de Aldehuela (1729–1802), became responsible for the project. In pre-
vious years, he had worked on the Oratory of Cuenca. This oratory, founded in 
1738, follows the Gesù model, but the side chapels are covered with baroque 
elliptical vaults decorated with paintings.69

Now, in the case of Malaga, Aldehuela had a good opportunity to cover a 
whole church with a big elliptical vault, following the model of Cadiz. Cer-
tainly, it could be seen as a smaller copy of the Oratory of Cadiz, with the addi-
tion of a deeper main chapel, with a shorter central-plan second nave, as the 
Italian and German followers of Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598–1680) designed in 
the first half of the eighteenth century in the new baroque churches in Central 
Europe, whose proposals José de Bada would have accessed from engravings. 
For example, we can find these more developed and innovative oval ground 
plans in the works of Gabriele Montani, Johann Lukas von Hildebrandt (1668–
1745), or Franz Martinelli (1651–1708) in the Peterskirche of Vienna, from 1701 

65 Ricardo Moreno, La Iglesia de San Felipe Neri (Cádiz: Caja de Ahorros, 1989), 14–71.
66 Ricardo Molina, La Iglesia de San Felipe Neri (Cadiz: Caja de Ahorros, 1978), 24.
67 José Belda and Rafael M. de Labra, Las Cortes de Cádiz en el Oratorio de San Felipe (Madrid: 

Imprenta de Fortanet, 1912), 22–24.
68 Encarnación Isla, José de Bada y Navajas: Arquitecto andaluz (1691–1755) (Granada: 

Diputación Provincial, 1977), 5–13.
69 Rosario Camacho, José Martín de Aldehuela (1724–1802): Del ornato rococó a la arquitectura 

hidráulica (Málaga: Fundación Málaga, 2014), 57–71.
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Figure 13.9  José de Bada, Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Malaga, 1755–1796
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ
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to 1733; or in the same city in the Karlskirche by Fischer von Erlach (1656–1723), 
from 1716 to 1737; or in the designs of Johann Balthasar Neumann (1687–1753) 
for the Basilica of the Fourteen Holy Helpers of Bad Staffelstein; or the case 
of the Pilgrimage Church of Wies by brothers Johann Baptist Zimmermann 
(1680–1758) and Dominikus Zimmermann (1685–1766).70

5 Epilogue

The construction of the Oratory of Malaga was completed quite late, in 1785, 
when the Royal Academy of San Fernando was already imposing the neoclas-
sical style and discouraging the last baroque practices,71 because of which this 
oratory stands as one of the most brilliant buildings of the last moments of 
the Spanish Baroque. Of course, during the eighteenth century, the Oratorians 
continued to build new oratories according to the model of the previous cen-
turies, as was the case of the communities of the referenced foundations of 
Cuenca, Palma de Mallorca (1712), and Vic (1723).72 Another peculiar Oratorian 
church was that of Baza, in the north of the province of Granada. This small 
and poor foundation was promoted by Fr. Felipe Fermín in 1673, but it was only 
at the beginning of the eighteenth century that the Oratorians could leave the 
chapel of the Hospital of Santísima Trinidad and build their own church and 
house.73

Most of the Oratory of Baza complex was a quick, awkward, and ill-planned 
building designed by an unknown local architect. The façade is rough and out 
of proportion, with unbalanced baroque elements. The interior is poor and 
dark. However, there is an exceptional element – namely, the brilliant design 
of the private chapel for the image of Our Lady of Sorrows on the rear of the 
high altar. It is a rectangular room covered with an elliptical vault. The walls 
are coated with a very dynamic wooden baroque decoration, as in the vault 
surface, where this decoration becomes more brilliant and overloaded. The 
design was probably made by the same architect responsible for the Oratory of 
Malaga, José de Bada, who handed down similar designs for the chapel of Our 
Lady of the Rosary in the Church of Santa Cruz la Real in the city of Granada, 

70 Robert Logan Mittenbuehler, Aesthetic currents in German baroque architecture (New York: 
Siracuse University, 1980), 62–124.

71 Rosario Camacho, “A propósito de Ventura Rodríguez y la Iglesia de San Felipe Neri de 
Málaga,” Atrio 10–11 (2005): 106–107.

72 Díaz-Gómez, “Fundaciones de las congregaciones,” 1: 186–201.
73 Luis Magaña, Baza histórica (Baza: Asociación Cultural, 1978), 2: 539–546.
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Figure 13.10  Unknown author, alcove of the Oratory of Saint Philip Neri, Baza, c.1703
Photography by José Antonio DÍAZ-GÓMEZ

José Antonio Díaz-Gómez - 9789004697188
Downloaded from Brill.com 09/13/2024 10:32:45AM by joantdaz@gmail.com

via José Antonio Díaz Gómez



296 Díaz-Gómez

inspired by the Nasrid arts of the Alhambra Palace.74 In fact, in both alcoves, 
the vaults are covered with plastered vegetal forms and numerous spheres 
of bronze and mercury that recreate an ideal and supernatural constellation 
whose central and biggest star is the image of the Virgin Mary.

74 José Antonio Díaz-Gómez, Baza y el Oratorio de San Felipe Neri en el sueño por la indepen-
dencia: Poderes, sociedad y patrimonio en el Altiplano granadino (Cordoba: Tambriz, 2021), 
113–166.
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