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The Virgin of the Seven Daggers

In a grass-grown square of the city of Grenada, with the
snows of the Sierra staring down on it all winter, and
the sunshine glaring on its coloured tiles all summer,
stands the yellow free-stone Church of Our Lady of the
Seven Daggers. Huge garlands of pears and melons hang,
carved in stone, about the cupolas and windows; and
monstrous heads with laurel wreaths and epaulets burst
forth from all the arches. The roof shines barbarically,
green, white, and brown, above the tawny stone; and on
each of the two balconied and staircased belfries, pricked
up like ears above the building’s monstrous front, there
sways a weather-vane, figuring a heart transfixed with
seven long-hilted daggers. Inside, the church presents a
superb example of the pompous, pedantic, and contorted
Spanish architecture of the reign of Philip IV.

On colonnade is hoisted colonnade, pilasters climb
upon pilasters, bases and capitals jut out, double and
threefold, from the ground, in mid-air and near the ceil-
ing; jagged lines everywhere as of spikes for exhibiting
the heads of traitors; dizzy ledges as of mountain preci-
pices for dashing to bits Morisco rebels; line warring with
line and curve with curve; a place in which the mind
staggers bruised and half stunned. But the grandeur of
the church is not merely terrific — it is also gallant and
ceremonious: everything on which labour can be wasted
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is laboured, everything on which gold can be lavished is
gilded; columns and architraves curl like the curls of a
peruke; walls and vaultings are flowered with precious
marbles and fretted with carving and gilding like a gala
dress; stone and wood are woven like lace; stucco is
whipped and clotted like pastry-cooks’ cream and crust;
everything is crammed with flourishes like a tirade by
Calderon, or a sonnet by Gongora. A golden retable
closes the church at the end; a black and white rood
screen, of jasper and alabaster, fences it in the middle;
while along each aisle hang chandeliers as for a ball; and
paper flowers are stacked on every altar.

Amidst all this gloomy yet festive magnificence, and
surrounded, in each minor chapel, by a train of waxen
Christs with bloody wounds and spangled loin-cloths,
and madonnas of lesser fame weeping beady tears and
carrying bewigged infants, thrones the great Madonna
of the Seven Daggers.

Is she seated or standing? "Tis impossible to decide.
She seems, beneath the gilded canopy and between the
twisted columns of jasper, to be slowly rising, or slowly
sinking, in a solemn court curtsy, buoyed up by her vast
farthingale. Her skirts bulge out in melon-shaped folds,
all damasked with minute heart’s-ease, and brocaded
with silver roses; the reddish shimmer of the gold wire,
the bluish shimmer of the silver floss, blending into a
strange melancholy hue without a definite name. Her
body is cased like a knife in its sheath, the mysterious
russet and violet of the silk made less definable still by
the network of seed pearl, and the veils of delicate lace
which fall from head to waist. Her face, surmounting
rows upon rows of pearls, is made of wax, white with
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black glass eyes and a tiny coral mouth; she stares stead-
fastly forth with a sad and ceremonious smile. Her head
is crowned with a great jewelled crown; her slippered
feet rest on a crescent moon, and in her right hand she
holds a lace pocket handkerchief. In her bodice, a little
clearing is made among the brocade and the seed pearl,
and into this are stuck seven gold-hilted knives.

Such is Our Lady of the Seven Daggers; and such her
church.

One winter afternoon, more than two hundred years
ago, Charles the Melancholy being King of Spain and
the New World, there chanced to be kneeling in that
church, already empty and dim save for the votive lamps,
and more precisely on the steps before the Virgin of the
Seven Daggers, a cavalier of very great birth, fortune,
magnificence, and wickedness, Don Juan Gusman del
Pulgar, Count of Miramor. ‘O Great Madonna, O Snow
Peak untrodden of the Sierras, O Sea unnavigated of the
tropics, O Gold Ore unhandled by the Spaniard, O New
Minted Doubloon unpocketed by the Jew’ — thus prayed
that devout man of quality — look down benignly on
thy knight and servant, accounted judiciously one of the
greatest men of this kingdom, in wealth and honours,
fearing neither the vengeance of foes, nor the rigour of
laws, yet content to stand foremost among thy slaves.
Consider that I have committed every crime without
faltering, both murder, perjury, blasphemy, and sacrilege,
yet have I always respected thy name, nor suffered any
man to give greater praise to other Madonnas, neither
her of Good Counsel, nor her of Swift Help, nor our
Lady of Mount Carmel, nor our Lady of St Luke of
Bologna in Italy, nor our Lady of the Slipper of Famagosta

196



in Cyprus, nor our Lady of the Pillar of Saragossa, great
Madonnas every one, and revered throughout the world
for their powers, and by most men preferred to thee; yet
has thy servant, Don Juan Gusman del Pulgar, ever
asserted, with words and blows, their infinite inferiority
to thee.

‘Give me, therefore, O Great Madonna of the Seven
Daggers, O Snow Peak untrodden of the Sierras, O Sea
unnavigated of the tropics, O Gold Ore unhandled by
the Spaniard, O New Minted Doubloon unpocketed by
the Jew, I pray thee, the promise that thou wilt save me
ever from the clutches of Satan, as thou hast wrested me
ever on earth from the King’s Alguazils and the Holy
Officer’s delators, and let me never burn in eternal fire
in punishment of my sins. Neither think that I ask too
much, for I swear to be provided always with absolution
in all rules, whether by employing my own private chap-
lain or using violence thereunto to any monk, priest,
canon, dean, bishop, cardinal, or even the Holy Father
himself.

‘Grant me this boon, O Burning Water and Cooling
Fire, O Sun that shineth at midnight, and Galaxy that
resplendeth at noon — grant me this boon, and I will
assert always with my tongue and my sword, in the face
of His Majesty and at the feet of my latest love, that
although I have been beloved of all the fairest women
of the world, high and low, both Spanish, Italian, German,
French, Dutch, Flemish, Jewish, Saracen, and Gypsy, to
the number of many hundreds, and by seven ladies,
Dolores, Fatma, Catalina, Elvira, Violante, Azahar, and
Sister Seraphita, for each of whom I broke a command-
ment and took several lives (the last, moreover, being a
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cloistered nun, and therefore a case of inexpiable sacri-
lege), despite all this I will maintain before all men and
all the Gods of Olympus that no lady was ever so fair as
our Lady of the Seven Daggers of Grenada.’

The church was filled with ineffable fragrance; exqui-
site music, among which Don Juan seemed to recognize
the voice of Syphax, His Majesty’s own soprano singer,
murmured amongst the cupolas, and the Virgin of the
Seven Daggers, slowly dipped in her lace and silver
brocade hoop, rising as slowly again to her full height,
and inclined her white face imperceptibly towards her
jewelled bosom.

The Count of Miramor clasped his hands in ecstasy
to his breast; then he rose, walked quickly down the
aisle, dipped his fingers in the black marble holy water
stoop, threw a sequin to the beggar who pushed open
the leathern curtain, put his black hat covered with black
feathers on his head, dismissed a company of bravos and
guitar players who awaited him in the square, and, gath-
ering his black cloak about him, went forth, his sword
tucked under his arm, in search of Baruch, the converted
Jew of the Albaycin.

Don Juan Gusman del Pulgar, Count of Miramor,
Grandee of the First Class, Knight of Calatrava, and of
the Golden Fleece, and Prince of the Holy Roman
Empire, was thirty-two and a great sinner. This cavalier
was tall, of large bone, his forehead low and cheek-bones
high, chin somewhat receding, aquiline nose, white
complexion, and black hair; he wore no beard, but a
moustache cut short over the lip and curled upwards at
the corners leaving the mouth bare; and his hair flat,
parted through the middle and falling nearly to his
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shoulders. His clothes, when bent on business or pleasure,
were most often of black satin, slashed with black. His
portrait has been painted by Domingo Zurbaran of
Seville.

11

All the steeples of Grenada seemed agog with bell-
ringing; the big bell on the tower of the Sail clanging
irregularly into the more professional tinklings and roar-
ings, under the vigorous but flurried pulls of the damsels,
duly accompanied by their well-ruffed duennas, who
were ringing themselves a husband for the newly begun
year, according to the traditions of the city. Green
garlands decorated the white glazed balconies, and
banners with the arms of Castile and Aragon, and the
pomegranate of Grenada, waved or drooped alongside
the hallowed palm branches over the carved escutcheons
on the doors. From the barracks arose a practising of
fifes and bugles; and from the little wine shops on the
outskirts of the town a sound of guitar strumming and
castanets. The coming day was a very solemn feast for
the city, being the anniversary of its liberation from the
rule of the Infidels.

But although all Grenada felt festive, in anticipation
of the grand bullfight of the morrow, and the grand
burning of heretics and relapses in the square of
Bibrambla, Don Juan Gusman del Pulgar, Count of
Miramor, was fevered with intolerable impatience, not
for the following day but for the coming and tediously
lagging night.
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Not, however, for the reason which had made him a
thousand times before upbraid the Sun God, in true
poetic style, for showing so little of the proper anxiety
to hasten the happiness of one of the greatest cavaliers
of Spain. The delicious heart-beating with which he had
waited, sword under his cloak, for the desired rope to be
lowered from a mysterious window, or the muffled figure
to loom from round a corner; the fierce joy of awaiting,
with a band of gallant murderers, some inconvenient
father, or brother, or husband on his evening stroll; the
rapture even, spiced with awful sacrilege, of stealing in
amongst the lemon trees of that cloistered court, after
throwing the Sister Portress to tell-tale in the convent
well — all, and even this, seemed to him trumpery and
mawKkish.

Don Juan sprang from the great bed, covered and
curtained with dull, blood-coloured damask, on which
he had been lying dressed, vainly courting sleep, beneath
a painted hermit, black and white in his lantern-jawedness,
fondling a handsome skull. He went to the balcony, and
looked out of one of its glazed windows. Below a marble
goddess shimmered among the myrtle hedges and the
cypresses of the tiled garden, and the pet dwarf of the
house played at cards with the chaplain, the chief bravo,
and a threadbare poet who was kept to make the odes
and sonnets required in the course of his master’s daily
courtships.

‘Get out of my sight, you lazy scoundrels, all of you!’
cried Don Juan, with a threat and an oath alike terrible
to repeat, which sent the party, bowing and scraping as
they went, scattering their cards, and pursued by his
lordship’s jack-boots, guitar, and missal.
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Don Juan stood at the window rapt in contemplation
of the towers of the Alhambra, their tips still reddened
by the departing sun, their bases already lost in the
encroaching mists, on the hill yon side of the river.

He could just barely see it, that Tower of the Cypresses,
where the magic hand held the key engraven on the
doorway, about which, as a child, his nurse from the
Morisco village of Andarax had told such marvellous
stories of hidden treasures and slumbering infantas. He
stood long at the window, his lean, white hands clasped
on the rail as on the handle of his sword, gazing out
with knit brows and clenched teeth, and that look which
made men hug the wall and drop aside on his path.

Ah, how different from any of his other loves! The
only one, decidedly, at all worthy of lineage as great as
his, and a character as magnanimous. Catalina, indeed,
had been exquisite when she danced, and Elvira was
magnificent at a banquet, and each had long possessed
his heart, and had cost him, one many thousands of
doubloons for a husband, and the other the death of a
favourite fencing master, killed in a fray with her rela-
tions. Violante had been a Venetian worthy of Titian,
for whose sake he had been imprisoned beneath the ducal
palace, escaping only by the massacre of three jailers;
for Fatma, the Sultana of the King of Fez, he had well-
nigh been impaled, and for shooting the husband of
Dolores he had very nearly been broken on the wheel;
Azahar, who was called so because of her cheeks like
white jasmin, he had carried off at a church door, out of
the arms of her bridegroom — without counting that he
had cut down her old father, a Grandee of the First Class;
and as to Sister Seraphita — ah! she had seemed worthy
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of him, and Seraphita had nearly come up to his idea of
an angel.

But oh, what had any of these ladies cost him
compared with what he was about to risk tonight? Letting
alone the chance of being roasted by the Holy Office
(after all, he had already run that, and the risk of more
serious burning hereafter also, in the case of Sister
Seraphita), what if the business proved a swindle of that
Jewish hound, Baruch? — Don Juan put his hand on his
dagger and his black moustache bristled up at the bare
thought — letting alone the possibility of imposture
(though who could be so bold as to venture to impose
upon him?) the adventure was full of dreadful things. It
was terrible, after all, to have to blaspheme the Holy
Catholic Apostolic Church, and all her saints, and incon-
ceivably odious to have to be civil to that dog of a
Mahomet of theirs; also, he had not much enjoyed a
previous experience of calling up devils, who had smelled
most vilely of brimstone and assafcetida, besides using
most impolite language; and he really could not stomach
that Jew Baruch, whose trade among others consisted in
procuring for the archbishop a batch of renegade Moors,
who were solemnly dressed in white and baptized afresh
every year. It was odious that this fellow should even
dream of obtaining the treasure buried under the Tower
of the Cypresses.

Then there were the traditions of his family, descended
in direct line from the Cid, and from that Fernan del
Pulgar who had nailed the Ave Maria to the Mosque;
and half his other ancestors were painted with their foot
on a Moor’s decollated head, much resembling a hair-
dresser’s block, and their very title, Miramor, was derived
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from a castle which had been built in full Moorish terri-
tory to stare the Moor out of countenance.

But, after all, this only made it more magnificent,
more delicious, more worthy of so magnanimous and
high-born a cavalier . . . ‘Ah, princess . . . more exquisite
than Venus, more noble than Juno, and infinitely more
agreeable than Minerva’ ... sighed Don Juan at his
window. The sun had long since set, making a trail of
blood along the distant river reach, among the sere
spider-like poplars, turning the snows of Mulhacen a
livid, bluish blood-red, and leaving all along the lower
slopes of the Sierra wicked russet stains, as of the rust
of blood upon marble. Darkness had come over the
world, save where some illuminated courtyard or
window suggested preparations for next day’s revelry;
the air was piercingly cold, as if filled with minute
snowflakes from the mountains. The joyful singing had
ceased; and from a neighbouring church there came only
a casual death toll, executed on a cracked and lugubrious
bell. A shudder ran through Don Juan. ‘Holy Virgin of
the Seven Daggers, take me under thy benign protec-
tion,” he murmured mechanically.

A discreet knock aroused him.

“The Jew Baruch — I mean his worship, Senor Don
Bonaventura,” announced the page.





