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Abstract 
 
In this article, we argue that the TV series event with the highest audience in recent 
Catalan history, La catedral del mar /Cathedral of the Sea (Jordi Frades, 2018), is an 
example of commercial cinematic populism. Cathedral of the Sea is built on formal 
elements of the classic Hollywood style (for example, continuous editing, linear 
narrative, lack of moral ambiguity), and a series of substantive dichotomies (people/ 
elite, the popular hero/ the villain, the good/ the bad) and myths (the savior, the unity of 
the people). In analyzing their significance, we distinguish three hermeneutic layers, the 
populist, the general–mythical, and the Catalan historical context, which, in 
combination, constitute the cinematic narrative. Therein the central hero of Cathedral of 
the Sea, Arnau Estanyol, personifies the myth of the commoner who, by accumulating a 
whole range of virtues and social roles, synecdochically stands for the triumphant 
emergence of the modern Catalan people. This narrative is, we maintain, traversed by a 
tension between the populist call for emancipation, incarnated by Arnau, and the 
phantasmal self-gratification based on the depiction of a world devoid of complexity. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION: THE BATTLE FOR RE-IMAGINING THE POLITICAL 
COMMUNITY 

 
Since the rejection of the Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia in 2010 by the 
Constitutional Court of Spain, the shift in the political stand of the party Convergència, 
and the massive popular mobilizations, Catalonia has undergone a deep transformation 
of the public culture and political vocabulary (Gamper 573– 587; Nagel 117–127). This 
transformation has involved the mainstreaming of the struggle for independence and has 
shaped the public culture from mass media and arts to memory politics and the 
resignification of urban spaces. Several Catalan and Spanish actors have been engaged 
in a battle for imagination so as to shape the opinion- and will-formation of the 
members of the political community. 

In his classic work Imagined Communities (1975), Benedict Anderson famously 
underscores the role of imagination in moving from small and closed medieval 
communities to large and relatively open national communities. While the great 
majority of the members of the national community are unknown to each other, they 
imagine themselves as living in the same space, in the same homogenous time, and as 
sharing the same historical destiny (Anderson). Today, in the context of a socio-political 
crisis marked by new mass media, social networks and streaming platforms, populist 
and nationalist narratives have been challenging the status quo in the attempt to re-
imagine the political community. 

In this struggle for imagination, film and series as mass art can play an important 
role with its “natural” appeal to large audiences (Ungureanu 1–5). The capacity of 
audiovisual works to appeal to the emotions and the imagination of large audiences has 
led to a complex history of the relation between cinema and populism from the early 
Disney cartoons (Watts, 1995) to Captain America (Joe Johnston, 2011), Black Mirror, 
The Waldo Moment (Charlie Brooker, 2014) and Joker (Todd Phillips, 2019). In 
particular, this article analyzes in depth the TV series La catedral del mar/ Cathedral of 



the Sea (Jordi Frades, 2018), ,1 a television adaptation of the homonymous novel of 20062 by 
Ildefonso Falcones, as an exemplar of commercial cinematic populism, a field that remains 
under-explored.3Cathedral of the Sea, the most successful TV cinematic event in 
Catalonia in recent history, is representative and symptomatic of the current battle for 
imagination in Catalonia and Spain, a battle led through a variety of means, including 
social networks, memes (Vives-Ferrándiz 22–37) and streaming platforms. 
 Cathedral of the Sea is a relevant object of study as a key item of popular political culture 
in Catalonia: when the series was first aired in May 2018, 3,859,000 people tuned in to watch 
the TV3 premiere, a record audience for TV3, the Catalan National TV.4 The figure is stunning 
given that the population of Catalonia is around 7.5 million. In the production and broadcasting 
of Cathedral, the local and the global meet halfway: the series was produced and broadcast by 
local agents; most importantly by TV3, which is at the center of the current battle for 
imagination (Gamper 573–587). Netflix — the global platform located in the U.S. and thriving 
on commercial receipts coming specifically from the Hollywood film culture — has been 
broadcasting Cathedral since September 1, 2018, making it available to a global audience and 
allowing the series to become a transmedia phenomenon.5 

In this article, we argue that the TV series Cathedral of the Sea is an exemplar of 
commercial cultural populism that resonates with the global wave of populism (Ungureanu and 
Popartan 37–43) and its connection to the entertainment industry.6 The series is built out of 
elements of the classic Hollywood style — invisible editing, linear narrative, the myth of the 
triumphant individual, the lack of moral ambiguity, accessible mechanisms of identification, 
romantic love (Bordwell et al.) — on a series of overlapping oppositions between people and 
the elite, the individual hero and the villain, the good and the bad, the pure and the impure. 

Arnau Estanyol (Aitor Luna), the hero of the series, corresponds to the myth of the 
commoner who, by incarnating key virtues — for example, goodness, truthfulness, beauty, and 
work ethics — is a synecdochical figure standing for an idealized image of the modern Catalan 
people.7 We analyze the filmic construction of Cathedral as made of the interweaving of three 
layers of meaning: general–mythical; populist; and Catalan. In the first, the series is centered on 
a series of secular myths such as the commoner and the hero-savior (Durand L’Imaginaire 72; 
Pintor “About”). In the second, the use of archetypes becomes subsumed in Cathedral into a 
populist narrative that exalts the people pitted against an evil elite. In this storytelling, the 
commoner converted into a hero-savior gives voice to the people and at the same time plays a 
foundational role in its constitution. In the third layer of meaning, the heroic populist narrative 
is colored in Cathedral by the local Catalan context and history.8 

In the following, we start by clarifying the concept of populism, one of the most 
confusing terms in both the public sphere and academia. While most frequent 
approaches (Laclau; Mudde; Panizza) focus on ontological or ideological issues, we 
argue that it is profitable to approach populism from the perspective of specific 
narrative patterns, political myths, and antagonistic emotions (Ungureanu and Serrano 
23–44) based on the tension between people and elites and founded on the dialectics 
between impotence, humiliation, and action (Berardi Fenomenologia; Futurabilità), This 
interpretative approach is useful not only for understanding the current global wave of 
political populism but also for examples of cultural populism such as Cathedral (see 
section 2). Further, on account of this narrative approach to populism, we advance a 
reading of Cathedral by considering the three layers of meaning, general–mythical, 
populist, and pertaining to the Catalan context (see section 3). 
 

2. THE POPULIST CONTROVERSY: A NARRATIVE APPROACH  

Populism and the film entertainment industry have in common a central interest: the appeal to 
masses or large audiences through mechanisms of identification that play on collective emotions 
and imagination. Populism has, however, become one of the most confusing terms in mass 



media, political controversies, and academia. First, in the increasingly polarized mass media and 
political debate, “populism” has turned into a catchall concept used either to legitimize political 
forces that express people’s real interests or to disqualify indiscriminately the political 
adversaries. Second, in academic debates populism has become an overstretched term: specified 
as right wing, left wing, or a mixture of both, populism in academic literature has been applied 
to divergent phenomena.9  Let us briefly clarify our approach to populism before moving to the 
interpretation of Cathedral.10  

In the current academic literature, we can distinguish between formal and substantive 
approaches to populism. In the first category, the most influential perspective is advanced by 
Ernesto Laclau’s ontology of populism. By focusing on the question “about the logic of the 
formation of collective identities” (ix), Laclau proposes a formal-ontological approach to 
populism. This ontology poses at its center the role of discourse or rhetoric in constituting new 
identities in the struggles for legitimacy in the public sphere. In these struggles, new demands 
which are not met by the establishment or elite are coagulated into new discourses and 
identities, be they nationalist, racist, or democratic. Different key terms — people, nation, race, 
democracy — are, for Laclau, “empty signifiers” (36–46, 96) that are filled with meaning 
according to changing circumstances, playing thus a central role in coagulating demands and 
orientating the struggle for legitimacy and hegemony between groups in society. 

This approach is, in our view, persuasive in granting importance to the “rhetorical 
construction of society” (Laclau 37), namely to the performative role of “empty signifiers” and 
rhetorical figures in the battles for legitimacy (Lakoff). Yet the formal treatment of populism is 
not convincing, as it turns a historically circumscribed phenomenon into a universal ontological 
dimension of the formation of any collective identity. Laclau’s “ontological populism” becomes 
an oversized concept incapable of capturing the specificity of populism as a modern 
phenomenon that is centered on taking the People as the ultimate source of socio- political 
legitimacy (Ungureanu and Popartan). 

As for the substantive approach to populism, influential analysts such as Cass Mudde in 
Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe (2007), and Jan-Werner Müller in What is Populism 
(2017) characterize it as an ideology. This ideological approach to populism is relevant in that it 
is centered on the opposition between the people and the elite, and a corresponding 
simplification of the political space. However, seeing populism as ideology is an over-
intellectualization which is inadequate both for conceptualizing current politics and cinematic 
populism with its appeal to imagination and affects. It is not an ideology made of abstract 
principles, values, and policy proposals that is central to explaining the current global wave of 
populism from Donald Trump and Matteo Salvini to Boris Johnson and Rodrigo Duterte, but 
mythical narrative patterns and the manipulation of primordial emotions — anger, humiliation, 
fear — in a crisis situation. In addition, the widespread argument that populism or the populist 
ideology is essentially anti-democratic due to its anti-pluralistic view of the people is too 
restrictive (Müller); political parties such as Syriza, Podemos and Barcelona in Common are 
examples of democratic populism based on a pluralist and not a homogeneist view of the 
people, on a deliberative rhetoric and not on fake news and emotional manipulation (Popartan et 
al.).11 

In contrast, we propose a minimal characterization of populism as a formally 
Manichean or dichotomist narrative centered on the struggle between the People as the fountain 
of social and political legitimacy and its enemy (for example, the elite, the establishment), 
which is built on a “logic” of antagonist emotions.12 As such, the idea of populist narrative made 
of specific topoi and mythical patterns aimed at mobilizing people’s imagination and emotions13 

meets the objections of restrictiveness and intellectualism; the populism narrative can nourish 
different and even opposite ideological stands — left wing, right wing, or a combination of the 



two. And while right-wing authoritarian populism is nowadays dominant, the populist narrative 
can be associated with a plea for freedom and emancipation. 

This is largely the case of the script of Cathedral. At the ideal–typical level, populism 
involves basic traits that we encounter in the analysis of Cathedral: first, in the populist 
narrative, the people is the legitimate subject of the construction of the social–political 
community and its norms. This narrative is often based on myths mobilizing the imagination 
and emotions of the audience: the unity and the fundamental goodness of the people, or the 
popular leader as ultimate hero and savior are examples of such myths. Myth is a word that we 
use not just in the sense of the historical transmission of a closed narrative sacred cosmos 
(Campbell; Vernant; Eliade 15), but as a way of transcribing the dynamics of canonization of 
dominant or contestatory societal narratives and clichés. Second, the populist narrative implies 
the discursive construction of an enemy, usually the elite or the establishment. In the populist 
script, different (elite) groups are often turned into a collective mythical subject (Bottici); 
thereby the myths of the people’s unity and goodness are mirrored by the myth of the unity and 
the fundamental evil of a threatening enemy. For instance, in Trump’s authoritarian version of 
populism, he is the people’s savior who makes America great again; to reach this goal, he fights 
a mythical villain made of different “liberal” groups (political opponents, mass media, 
corporations), which threaten to bring about a fallen and corrupt world (this story echoes the 
myth of the fallen world). In different versions of the populist imagination, the relationship 
between the people and the enemy is not mediated by dialogue but through violence and 
sacrifice: the “salvation” of the people from evil depends on a sacrifice, sometimes even on the 
populist hero’s self-sacrifice. 
Whereas cultural–populist visions in film exalt the people, the enemy is not necessarily 
the political elite. In filmic fictions, the evil can be symbolized in different ways 
explored by narratology and other studies into archetypes and myths (Jung The 
Archetypes; Campbell; Balló and Pérez). To illustrate, in Captain America, the evil is 
represented mainly by fictionalized Nazis. Captain America represents the virtuous and 
courageous quintessence of the American peoplefighting the ultimate incarnation of 
evil, the Nazis. In other movies with a populist bent, even cartoons or aliens can 
represent the savior or the evil. In the TV series Black Mirror, a satire, a cartoon —
Waldo, a blue bear14 — seduces a global audience with a populist strategy based on derisory 
humor and insults directed at the establishment. In turn, the film Independence Day (Roland 
Emmerich, 1996) exalts the virtues of the American people in its fight not against the 
establishment, but against an extra-terrestrial attack. 
 Third, populism is usually characterized by the presence of a charismatic or messianic 
leader — the individual hero, usually a strong man — embodying the real will and interests of 
the people. The leader is, as Laclau points out, an “empty signifier” subsuming different 
“equivalences” — he is good, virtuous, hardworking, and handsome. The populist imaginary 
often places the myth of the commoner at its center, thus overturning the symbolic order of 
society: a common, unexceptional person symbolizing the people becomes the key to the 
populist “plot” against the privileged of the day, or the evil. 

Finally, the populist dynamic involves a logic of intensification of antagonistic 
emotions — anger, fear, indignation, humiliation — articulated along the opposition between 
the good people and the evil (elite).15 It is not by chance that the protesters against a complex 
populist movement in Spain were called Indignados, with reference to the anger provoked by 
the perception of deep injustices. To anticipate, in Cathedral, the experiences of humiliation and 
the indignation due to repeated injustices are essential to the making of the populist hero. The 
populist narrative is an emotion-driven call to action, so as to confront the enemy and regenerate 
a decadent political community. In the populist narrative, the world is oftentimes portrayed as 
fallen — “a swamp” in Trump’s language — and thus in need of a savior. The populist leader 
bases his authority on direct and personal identification at the level of strong emotions and 
imagination (Ungureanu and Serrano 15–30). This affective intensity inherent to populism 



results, in addition, from its messianic temporal horizon: populism is the politics of immediate 
expectation of people’s salvation from the evil (elite). 

 
3. CATHEDRAL OF THE SEA AND THE POPULIST NARRATIVE 
 
The action of the TV series takes place in fourteenth-century Barcelona at the height of the 
city’s trade and military power in the Mediterranean, and during the construction of Santa Maria 
del Mar, significantly called the People’s Cathedral. The construction of the People’s Cathedral 
serves as a background to the story and is a key symbol of the political message of the series. 
The very name of the cathedral and title of the series are metonymic: the cathedral and its 
construction by free workers — bastaixos — stand for self-affirmation and the formation of a 
self-governing and modern Catalan people. 

The main character of the TV series is Arnau Estanyol (Aitor Luna), the founding figure 
of the change from the old authoritarian establishment to the new rule of the Catalan people. 
Arnau represents an “empty signifier” and a synecdochical figure that emanates from, is one of, 
and is the hero of the people challenging old authoritarian powers. We analyze the mythical 
trajectory of Arnau in three moments — fall, transformation, and, finally, victory and 
reconciliation, which are marked by a last dramatic fall, Arnau’s trial. These three moments, 
crucial within the archetypal logic of heroic narration (Campbell), are interpretable as three 
stages in a master–slave dialectic whereby the old natural order led by “masters” is gradually 
replaced by a new one founded on the ultimate authority of the common people (“the slaves”).16 

 

3.1. The gradual fall 
The hero’s fall has two interconnected dimensions, personal and collective: the first dimension 
refers to Arnau and his family who lived in Navarcles County; the second refers — as in the 
Manichean populist narratives (see section 2) — to society at large: society is corrupt and fallen 
as a result of the tyranny of political and religious elites. 
In the case of Arnau and his family, there is no abrupt fall, but a succession of humiliations and 
injustices committed by the different representatives of the establishment — of the feudal elite 
of the Catalan province at the beginning; later by the aristocratic, royal, and religious hierarchy 
that dominates a decadent and corrupt world, and lives on intrigue, war, and injustices at the 
expense of the people. In the first two episodes, the series concentrates on the period of Arnau’s 
birth and childhood, portraying the destruction of his family. At the beginning, Bernat Estanyol 
(Daniel Grao) is meant to marry Francesca Esteve (Nathalie Poza). Bernat, the future father of 
Arnau, is a peasant owner from Navarcles and not a serf. This narrative construction or topos 
relies on an identity trait of the Catalan peasantry (i.e., not being serfs) that distinguishes it in 
the context of the Peninsula; this trait is associated with another topos of the self-perception of 
the Catalan people as made up of good and honest workers facing the adversity of history. With 
respect to the specificity of the Catalan peasantry, the historian Josep Fontana points out that 
 

from the eleventh century, a series of features will appear, or reappear, that have characterized 
the agrarian history of Catalonia until the nineteenth century, especially the forms of cession of 
land to the census, generally apart from fruits (an anticipation of emphyteutic contracts, which 
will be fully developed from the thirteenth century), which favored the efforts of peasant 
families. (Fontana 23; our translation) 
 

 However, despite the relative autonomy of the peasant family of the future hero, violence 
erupts just before the wedding between Bernat and Francesca. The feudal lord Llorenç de 
Bellera (Alain Hernández) makes an appearance and invokes his right of pernada, that is the 
sexual right to possess the young bride. This turns into a brutal rape. Throughout the series, the 
abuse of power and hierarchical authoritarianism have a gendered dimension: all the women 
who are of the common people and who play a crucial role for Arnau — Francesca, (Arnau’s 
mother), Adelais (his lover and first fiancée) and Mar, his adopted daughter and happy future 
wife, are abused, raped, sacrificed, or marginalized. Francesca and Adelais are, in fact, forced to 
become prostitutes. 



 As a first gesture of revolt against his landlord, Bernat leaves with Arnau for Barcelona. 
“Here we will be free, son,” Bernat proclaims to his son upon their arrival in the city of 
Barcelona, where he is forced to stay with his sister, Guiamona (Nora Navas) and his brother-in-
law, the wealthy and opportunistic merchant Grau Puig (Ginés García Millán). Life in the city is 
not easy. Guiamona assures Bernat that he needs to “(t)rust (her husband). He is not like the 
nobles of the manors from where we were born. Deep down he is good and loyal. He will give 
your son a trade. You will not lack for anything, when I am not there.” Yet future events 
demonstrate the opposite: the injustices imposed by Grau Puig would shape Bernat’s and 
Arnau’s characters. The continual oppression in Grau Puig’s house generates humiliation, 
indignation, and anger at the injustice of those “who are above” and lead to the first signs of the 
“hero’s call” (Campbell). Arnau’s father turns into a proto-populist hero: by orchestrating a 
small popular revolt in Plaza del Blat due to abusive grain prices imposed by the city’s 
merchant elite, he struggles for justice in the name of the common people. This is the first 
moment of the master-and-slave dialectic: Bernat’s revolt is an instinctive reaction to the natural 
order, and it neither questions social structures nor has a winning strategy. As expected, due to 
the power asymmetry between the master and the slave, the rebellion fails in the cradle: the 
authorities arrest and execute Bernat in a traumatic scene, under his son’s gaze. The child Arnau 
experiences pain, humiliation, and anger, which fuel his rebellious spirit; his reaction against 
humiliation and fight for dignity begin with the gesture, ichnographically very powerful, of 
burning his father’s corpse so that he is not left hanging from the gallows in everybody’s view. 

Later, during Arnau’s trial, which is staged in the final episode of the series, the new 
lord of Navarcles accuses Arnau of being “the incarnation of the devil,” the son of an assassin 
who “incited the peasants and the servants to disobedience against their natural lords” (episode 
8). While Bernat’s violent rebellion fails, Arnau carries on the fight with different non-violent 
means — learning and knowledge — reaching thus another stage in the master–slave dialectic. 
3.2. The emergence of the hero: From bastaix to the savior of Barcelona 
Arnau’s character corresponds, as we have pointed out, to an “empty signifier,” that is, a 
projective space whose key is its changing situation within the symbolic plot of the heroic-
populist narrative.17 This empty signifier brings together different mythical roles and narrative 
patterns: Arnau is a humble bastaix, a soldier, a merchant, a baron, and the Cònsol de mar, a 
medieval legal-mercantile institution and, at the same time, a leader position in the economic 
affairs of the city. He emerges from the people, is a commoner, at once founder of the modern 
Catalan people made up of free, hardworking and self-governing citizens, and savior and 
sacrificial figure. On the one hand he appears iconographically invested with Christlike imagery 
and goes through a symbolic death; and on the other he is the agent and expression of victory of 
the future over the past, of the good people over the evil elite. 

First, Arnau works as a bastaix, or carrier (Figure 2).18 This figure is fundamental for the 
populist symbolic construction of Cathedral of the Sea. The bastaixos are, in this context, stone 
carriers who build the People’s Cathedral (Figure 1): their brotherhood of free workers stands 
for the emerging and self- governing people. 
 The key theme of the beginning of every episode is the close-up of a foot in slow motion; 
it is the foot of a bastaix stepping decidedly on the ground and stirring up the dust. This 
powerful image signifies people’s entrance into history; the humble foot, the inferior part of the 
human body and the opposite of the crowned head of the king symbolizes revolutionary change: 
it is the image of the people from below, a collective force about to overturn the social order. 
We can draw an analogy between this image and the recurrent theme of the foot in Antoni 
Tàpies’ paintings. By drawing on Marxism, Tàpies challenges the symbolic regime of power 
and representation focused on the nobility, of the elite and of the image of the head or the face. 
In order to convey this symbolic overturning, Tàpies represents the foot not in an idealized, but 
in rugged and scarred way and makes use of “vulgar” and not “noble”-traditional materials.19 

 In the visual rhetoric of Cathedral, the forcefully moving foot metonymically stands for a 
new force in history, the people. The construction of the cathedral, an allegory of the collective 
building of the social body, does not need external resources of support or of legitimacy: it is 
self-administered by the commoners: “exit the king, enter the people.” 



The affective identification between the bastaixos — free and autonomous — and 
Arnau is complete: Arnau is one of them and will remain one of them when he becomes baron 
and Cònsol de mar, namely, part of the new elite. The reciprocal transfer of legitimacy and 
authority between the collective and the individual body, the people and the new leader, is 
without fissure. 
 This populist imagery is backed by a specific vision of religion which distinguishes 
between the Christianity of the bastaixos/ people (including Arnau) and the Christianity of the 
elite. The popular faith is opposed to the elite’s religiosity represented by the Inquisition and the 
Grand Inquisitor, Nicolai d’Émeric. The bastaixos, together with Arnau, stand for good-
humored, pious, non-hierarchical Christianity close to the spirit of Christ (Episode 7); in 
contrast, the Church and the Inquisition are a violent, arrogant and exploitative religious elite. 
When the host20 —amongst them, the bastaixos — are outside the Palace during Arnau’s trial, 
the Grand Inquisitor refers to them as gentuza (rabble), giving voice to the chasm between the 
people and the Church. 
 Second, after Arnau fulfills his role as bastaix, he becomes a soldier. He freely joins the 
king’s army and acquires new skills so as to defend the freedom of the city of Barcelona. This is 
another function of the host of Barcelona, corresponding to the model of the citizen–soldier. 
Later, after Arnau turns into an important merchant of Barcelona, his military acumen and skill 
literally save Barcelona from the siege (Episode 7): the commoner becomes the savior. 
 Even more important for the narrative construction is Arnau’s role as a modern capitalist 
trader; crucially, this resonates with a topos of Catalan modernization: according to a familiar 
historical narrative, Catalan merchants and, later, industrialists are at the core of the modern 
development and emancipation of Catalonia and, more broadly, of the modernization of Spain. 
The story of Arnau’s becoming a merchant is interwoven with his tolerant relation to non-
Christians. In stark contrast to the fanaticism of the establishment led by the religious elite (the 
Inquisition), the Jews and the Muslims play a key role in Arnau’s Bildung, that is, his training 
and education, the harmonization of his mind, heart, selfhood, and identity in a Hegelian sense. 
When the plague takes hold of Barcelona, Jews are regarded as scapegoats, yet Arnau protects 
them. In Episode 5, Arnau defends a group of Jewish children whose father is, anachronically, 
the wealthy Talmudist, rationalist, and scholar Hasdai Crescas (Ramon Madaula), whose life 
actually occurred quite a few years after the events represented in the series.21 

 Subsequently, as Arnau is touched by the plague and is meant to die, Crescas takes him 
under his care despite the doctor’s advice. Arnau struggles between life and death. It is symbolic 
that Arnau’s rebirth, despite all odds, occurs under the protection of an enlightened Jewish 
merchant and thinker. This resonates with the image of the commercial and peaceful character 
of the Catalan people: thereby the first lights of the Renaissance, tolerant humanism and 
emerging capitalism, are pitted against religious obscurantism and authoritarianism. 
 Arnau’s recovery/ rebirth has clear Christian resonances. The sequence that shows Arnau 
sick and then recovering consciousness is invested with all the traits of traditional Christ 
iconography: with long hair and beard, a suffering Arnau seem to be dead; when all hope is 
gone, he is miraculously reborn. Raquel, Cresca’s daughter, whispers to a sick Arnau: “I have 
gone to your church, I have prayed to your virgin. She says don’t listen to the doctor. You’re 
going to live. She saved you from the plague because she wants you to live.” The figure of the 
Virgin or Our Lady of the Sea emerges at various points in Cathedral as a reconciling figure 
protecting Arnau and the people. Arnau’s destiny and the people’s destinies are thus endowed 
with a supranatural and religious aura. 
 After Arnau recovers, Crescas wants to compensate him. Arnau refuses to take money; 
instead, he wants to learn the skills required to become a trader and a merchant. With the help of 
the skilled Sahat (Josep Maria Pou), a Muslim who teaches him the tricks of the trade, Arnau 
multiplies his financial capital. Arnau is thus reborn as a modern man, a capitalist merchant and 
a trader. The dialectic between master and slave reaches a different stage: we have seen that, in 
a first stage, the “slave” confronts the master violently in a situation of total asymmetry of 
power (see above, section 3.1.). The slave loses, since the master has all the power and the 
means to exert it. In a second stage, the direct violent confrontation is replaced by an attitude 



typical of Renaissance humanism: acquiring knowledge and learning by using reason, the lumen 
naturalis. 
 In contrast to the elite, the Catalan people represented by the figure of Arnau build their 
prosperity through knowledge, tolerance, the recognition of the other — the Jew Crescas, the 
Muslim Sahat — and trade. The story of the empowerment of the people is forged around a 
peaceful leader embodying a new economic space. At this dialectical stage, the master becomes 
dependent on the rising slave in possession of economic and military–political knowledge and 
skills: Arnau not only saves Barcelona from invaders but also pays the expenses of the Crown 
(the wars, the public servants ...). 
 In sum, Arnau as an empty signifier and synecdochical figure of the people plays 
different roles: bastaix, soldier and savior of Barcelona, and trader. In this way, the figure of 
Arnau is built on three layers of significance — the myth of the salvationist hero, populism, and 
the Catalan context — which are interwoven in the construction of the narrative opposition 
between the modern people and the old establishment. 
 
 3.3. Arnau’s trial and the people’s final victory 
 
In recognition for his extraordinary role in saving Barcelona, King Pedro offers Arnau the hand 
of his daughter, doña Elionor, in marriage (Episode 6). Further, the king ennobles Arnau by 
making him a baron; later, Arnau becomes Cònsol de mar, a key legal, commercial, and 
political role in the city of Barcelona. Marrying doña Elionor is a gift that Arnau cannot refuse 
without gravely offending the king; yet it is a poisonous gift, as there is an abyss between the 
two. Doña Elionor plays a crucial role in the last three episodes. She embodies a Lady Macbeth 
personality in the context of a misogynistic world that is presented as the origin of violence 
against women. Arrogant and evil, doña Elionor is a synecdochical figure representing the elite. 
Driven by hatred, she repeatedly schemes against Arnau. First, she persuades her brother Joan to 
help her in getting rid of Mar (Michelle Jenner), Arnau’s adopted daughter. Her pretext is 
Arnau’s impure thoughts toward Mar. Doña Elionor and brother Joan (Pablo Derqui) scheme 
with the impoverished noble Felip de Puig to kidnap, rape, and forcefully marry Mar; in a 
gruesome scene, Felip de Puig rapes her; however, by resorting to the usatges, the legal 
customs, he is allowed to marry Mar. 
 In another staging, the Jews are again subjected to accusations, this time for supposedly 
desecrating the consecrated host used in the Roman Catholic Mass. As an incited mob asks for 
revenge, the Jewish ghetto is sealed off and left without bread and water. Now Cònsol de mar, 
Arnau negotiates with the veguer — the feudal administrative territorial authority — over the 
conditions of their liberation “for the good of Barcelona” (Episode 8). In the end, they settle for 
a large amount of money, and three Jews (amongst them, Crescas) are to be sacrificed.22 The 
veguer insisted that money would not be sufficient: the three sacrificial victims would be 
needed to “prevent the people from taking murderous revenge” (Episode 8). We note here the 
contrast between two images of the people: the “old” people as a mob, religiously fanatic, and 
manipulated by the elite; and the modern people made up of free and pious citizens. During the 
execution of the three Jews, Arnau hugs Cresca’s daughter, Raquel, in consolation. Elionor 
takes advantage and accuses him publicly — “Look how he is hugging her. This Jew is his 
lover.” As a consequence, Arnau is accused of heresy, of having secret relations with the Jews, 
and is sent to prison. Further, the son of the Grau Puig, Jaume de Belle, the new landlord of 
Navarcles, instigates a rebellion against Arnau’s legal reforms; new accusations are mounted 
against Arnau before the Inquisition and the Grand Inquisitor (Nicolau d’Émeric) that he is the 
“incarnation of the Devil” and the son of an assassin (Bernat Estanyol) and a witch (Francesca). 
 Arnau appears to be completely lost. During the trial the Grand Inquisitor accuses him of 
being bedevilled (“Your father was a devil who instigated the people to rebel”). Arnau’s 
Christian humanism does not fare well with the Inquisition: the Jews, says Arnau, “only 
embrace ideas, beliefs, as we do” and they (the Jews) “are like us.” For the Inquisition, this is a 
heresy, as Arnau’s views are regarded are equating truth and falsehood, Christianity and heresy. 
 Inside the Palace where the trial takes place, Arnau is about to be condemned. Outside, in 
the streets of Barcelona, the people are being mobilized mainly by the previously demoted 



female figures. Women are portrayed as victims of the old order, yet they are noble and ready to 
take the initiative and make sacrifices. In this way they are instrumental in Arnau’s final victory. 
In scenes that resonate with the Christian imagination and reversal of the social order, the 
prostitutes (led by Aledis, Arnau’s former love, and Francesca, his mother) mobilize themselves 
and bring the people together to free Arnau. In the midst of this situation, in which female 
bodies become the scene of violence that runs through the story and its forms of representation, 
Mar also re-enters the scene: Joan (who had become Inquisitor) comes back from the Pyrenees 
to help Arnau.23 He confesses to Mar his conspiracy with Elionor, telling her that Arnau “still 
loves you” (Episode 8). In a key symbolic scene in front of the Santa Maria del Mar, two 
women, Aledis and Mar, together with Sahat24 persuade the people to act against the Inquisition 
and in favor of Arnau. Mar exhorts the people: “Citizens!...its members [of the Inquisition] are 
appointed by the Pope, a foreign pope who only wants money from our citizens. They only want 
the money from our Consul.” The interdependent relations between the Consul and the citizens 
is notable: his money is, supposedly, their money: the new emergent capitalism develops, in this 
imaginary reconstruction of fourteenth-century Barcelona, in the interest of all citizens: Arnau’s 
social rise is, in effect, forged over financial speculation, the reselling of croats (medieval 
coinage) in Venice, and not in some commercial enterprise engaging the citizens. The people 
march toward the Palace, where the trial was held, shouting “Via fora!” To the Grand 
Inquisitor’s words “Disperse this rabble (gentuza),” the bishop retorts: “This is the host of the 
city of Barcelona, Eminence.” Nicolau d’Émeric has a significant dialogue with the veguer 
inside the Palace during the trial: 
 
 Veguer: The host of Barcelona orders you to free the Cònsol de mar; 
 Grand Inquisitor: How dare you give an order to the Holy Inquisition? 

Veguer: It’s not me, it’s the host of Barcelona that is ordered to deliver to the Cònsol de mar. 
(Catedral de mar, Episode 8) 

 
This exchange conveys the transfer of power and legitimacy from the elite to the people. The 
host becomes the ultimate source of legitimacy at the expense of the Church’s claim to represent 
absolute power and legitimacy, that is, God. As Arnau is about to be freed, the veguer addresses 
the following words to the people gathered in front of the Palace: 
 Citizens of Barcelona, I have informed the holy Tribunal that this is a matter for the city of 
Barcelona and that, according to the laws, in these cases the king cannot intervene. Once again, the host 
of the city of Barcelona has defended the interests of its citizens: The Cònsol de mar has been released. 
(Catedral de mar, Episode 8) 
 The modern city of Barcelona is thus defined in terms of its citizens and host. Barcelona 
is the stage where the creation of the new people as a community of citizens emerges and 
enthrones their king. In a dramatic scene representing the symbolic death of the old elite and 
religious fanaticism, Joan sets himself on fire while embracing his sister, doña Elionor. 
 In this third stage of the master–slave dialectic, the relation between the two is finally 
overturned and a new order is constituted. The people, not God or the king, is the ultimate fount 
of legitimacy: the reign of the crowned head is replaced by the reign of “people’s feet.” The 
happy end of Cathedral shows Arnau, the people’s hero, fulfilling his romantic love for Mar, 
surrounded by free citizens, celebrating the end of the construction of the Cathedral, called by 
Sahat, Arnau’s counsellor, “su catedral.”25 The successful construction of the People’s Cathedral 
determines and underlines the entrance into history of the modern People made up of free men 
or citizens. Arnau is thus a mythical figure who reconciles opposites: new elite/ people, men/ 
women, faith/ capitalist modernity, rich/ poor, individual/ collective, province/ city and 
freedom/ destiny. In this populist narrative, Arnau’s destiny, the destiny of the modern people, 
that of the city of Barcelona and of the Cathedral are perfectly fused. 
 
4. CONCLUSION:BETWEEN COMMERCIAL SELF-GRATIFICATION AND 
EMANCIPATION 
 



 Cathedral del Mar is, we have argued, an exemplar of commercial filmic populism, a 
broad field of the popular culture that is in need of more research. The series is built on the 
combination of a variety of mythical-narrative patterns: the hero– savior, the commoner, the 
unity of the People, and the perfect Romantic love. The very title is, we have suggested, a 
populist metonymy, as it stands for the Catalan people’s entrance into history as a self-
governing and legitimizing force. Building the People’s Cathedral is a symbol of a revolution in 
the political imagination whereby a new political community centers on the people. Arnau’s 
character is an empty signifier who condenses a whole range of virtues, roles, and mythical 
patterns: he is at once a populist and a Romantic hero, a charismatic leader representing honest 
commerce, good governance and laws, and tolerance of oppressed minorities — the Jews and 
the Muslims. Compare briefly the idealistic fantasy of Cathedral, centered on the exit from the 
Middle Ages, with the medievalist fantasy Game of Thrones (HBO, 2011–2019), narratively 
discontinuous and centered on violent quasi-Shakespearean power games without a final 
solution. Game of Thrones is in tune with a global tendency towards the fragmentation of 
sovereignty and the emergence of a new global disorder, and it conveys the sense that politics is 
the expression of brute power, not of democratic persuasion. In contrast, the story of Arnau is 
conventional, linear, and idealized. While Game of Thrones echoes a general sense of dystopia 
conveyed by the leitmotif “winter is coming,” Cathedral resonates with the Catalan populist 
utopia and struggle for emancipation. On the one hand, Cathedral is staged as an emancipatory 
fiction against authoritarianism and gender violence; on the other, however, it is a commercial 
escapist fiction devoid of moral ambivalence and complexity, which provides an impracticable 
reconciliation between the new elite represented by Arnau and a homogenous people. 
 Cathedral is thus marked by different tensions. First, its populism is emancipatory, yet it 
pertains to the logic of consumerism and phantasmal gratification of the audience. Second, there 
is a tension between the local and the global: the local context is known and thematized through 
Hollywood cinematic recipes involving radical simplification and delocalization. Finally, 
whereas Arnau represents the people, his highly idealized figure obscures the diversity, reality, 
and disagreements amongst the members and groups of the political community. To illustrate, 
we discover little about the real life of the bastaixos in this period: we are offered instead a 
unified and utopian image of them: their fictionalization empties them of any concrete 
substance. In sum, Cathedral del Mar is traversed by a tension between the populist call for 
emancipation and freedom and the commercial gratification that falsifies the complexities of the 
real-life struggle for freedom and escapes into a Manichean moral world. 
 
NOTES 
1. Joan Frades is the director of other historical films, most notably Isabel, whose rights were bought by 
the HBO. He is also a long-term collaborator with TV3, the co-producer of Cathedral of the Sea, with TV 
series such as El cor de la ciutat, Mar de fons, Crims, Jet lag, Oh, Espanya!, or La bella Otero. 
2. First published in Spanish in 2006; first edition in English published in 2008. 
3. Note that cinematic populism is not necessarily commercial. Consider two examples from different 
cultural–political traditions: In Senegal, Ousmane Sembène’s literature and movies, for example, God’s 
Bits of Wood (1960), exalt the virtues of the people against the colonial and postcolonial elites; in Japan, 
Akira Kurosawa’s populist humanism, for example, The Hidden Fortress (1958); Ikiru (1952) praises the 
values of the simple people against and as a reaction to the exaltation of war and militaristic violence 
during WWII.  
4. The series is a co-production of TV3, Diagonal TV. and Antena 3, with the support of the Department 
of Culture of the Generalitat de Catalunya. Note that we do not suggest that the director had an 
independentist agenda, but it is reasonable to assume that the audience reacted to the series through the 
prism of the current political mobilization. Other recent productions that go back to the Middle Ages have 
an explicit independentist agenda: consider Pàtria, la llegenda d’Otger Cataló i els 9 barons de la fama 
(2016), directed by Joan Frank Charansonnet. 
5. The term ‘transmedia’ was coined by Marsha Kinder in 1991 to name a logic of content production 
essential for contemporary media culture (Scolari, Narrativas “Lostology”) which “goes beyond the field 
of fiction and includes projects in the fields of marketing, education, political activism, sports” (Tirino 
23). As Mario Tirino (23) points out following Freeman and Gambarato, there are two main conceptions 
of tramsmedia: first, a commercial expansion of cultural products entailing a specific strategy; and, 
second, a more dynamic flow of media that allows a higher democratization. In both cases, transmedia 



leads to diversification and local–global recontextualization. As Henry Jenkins and Scolari have 
developed, transmedia narratives affect the construction of the plot, either through fan participation or 
through models such as Cathedral of the Sea, designed for different reading levels based on a potential 
local and global audience. 
6. In this article we focus only on the TV series. It is noteworthy that, given the success of Cathedral, in 
November 2020 the sequel to Cathedral — a spin-off based on Ildefonso Falcones’ novel The Heirs of the 
Earth (Los herederos de la tierra, 2016) has begun shooting in Barcelona. 
7. The myth of the commoner has different instantiations in the Cathedral. The commoner can also be the 
monk, confronted with the Church hierarchy, or the fellow builders of the Cathedral, the bastaixos. 
8. Ildefonso Falcones’ La Catedral del Mar (2006) and the TV series claim to draw on real history. Rodolf 
Sirera, Antonio Onetti and Sergio Barrejón were in charge of the TV adaptation. Neither of them made a 
claim to historical accuracy. The interest of the series derives less from its historical accuracy and more 
from its construction of a populist imaginary and extraordinary commercial success. 
9. See Panizza; Stanley; Müller; Fassin; Mudde. 
10. In our characterization on populism we draw on Ungureanu and Serrano 13–33; Ungureanu and 
Popartan 37–47; and extend the discussion from the political to cinematic populism. 
11. Ungureanu’sandSerrano’sideal-typicalinterpretationofpopulismisalsobuiltonthis biased view (15–30). 
For a correction, see Ungureanu and Popartan (37–43). 
12. This argument draws on Ungureanu and Popartan 37–43. Even if it is minimal, this characterization 
aims to overcome some of the problems of alternative characterizations — formalism, intellectualism, and 
liberal bias. 
13. See Pintor “Aby,” “Capital,” “Reescrituras,” “The Gestures.” 
14. TV episode, “The Waldo Moment” (Channel 4, #2x3, directed by Bryn Higgins, 2013). 
15. See Didi-Huberman Peuples; Désirer; Berardi Fenomenologia. 
16. We draw on the Hegelian tradition of the master–slave dialectic. 
17. Likewise, the people are an empty signifier filled, in turn, by bastaixos, modern merchants, 
prostitutes, monks, and so on. 
18. For the meaning and brief history of bastaix, see www.enciclopedia.cat/ec-gec-0083586. xml. 
Accessed April 19, 2021. 
19. We can establish as well an analogy between the iconography that unites the bastaixos and one of the 
most deeply rooted traditions in Catalonia, although it is only documented from the eighteenth century 
(Català i Roca): building castells, human towers. The castellers are integrated into a community capable 
of raising a human tower with collective effort. The castell is built in two phases. First, the pinya or base 
of the tower, is constituted. Thefoot is always a key image in television broadcasts of castells, and it 
connotes strength, community, solidarity, the People, and construction. 
20. Host (in Catalan in the series), hueste (in Spanish), was the designation used during the Middle Ages 
to refer to a group of armed men under the command of a feudal lord with the objective of executing 
expeditions or warfare. Here, as we can see, the host is not dependent on a lord but on the City, a 
manifestation of the civil community of Barcelona. 21. Hasdai ben Abraham Crescas (c. 1340 Barcelona 
– 1410–1411 Zaragoza) was a Catalan–Jewish philosopher and a teacher of Jewish law. Along with 
Maimonides, he is known as one of the major practitioners of the rationalist approach to Jewish 
philosophy. Both Crescas and Arnau are symbols of the future and of modern emancipation from an 
obscure past. 
22. As this drama is unfolding, the infante, don Juan (King Pedro’s son), is, to Arnau’s indignation, out 
hunting. The infante’s attitude represents the chasm between the People and the sovereign, and the 
sovereign’s lack of interest in the good of Barcelona. 
23. It is essential to point out here how Cathedral, like most series, not only represents an oppressive 
heteropatriarchal reality with respect to women, but also does so from a masculinized perspective. As 
feminist critics have pointed out — from Laura Mulvey and Barbara Creed to contemporary authors who 
transcend the idea of image to approach their dispositif (Hester) — representations, particularly 
audiovisual representations, have historically been made from a masculine point of view that constructs 
the woman’s body as otherness, desirable, exploitable, objectified and sublimated, and that directs the 
woman’s gaze away from the dispositifs of power. 
24. At the same time, Sahat persuades the infante not to intervene against the People (given that if Arnau 
is condemned, the infante will become indebted to the Inquisition). In the master–slave dialectic, the 
transfer of sovereignty from elite to the people also takes place through economic acumen, knowledge, 
and initiative. 
25. Upon his leaving, Sahat exhorts Arnau in a testamentary letter: “Forget the past and live the future. 
This future that has been denied you so many times ... I leave calmly because there is someone who takes 



care of you. We Muslims call her Maryam, Christians the Virgin of the Sea, and you, Arnau, call her 
Mother.” 
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