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Introduction
Spain, a country imbued with a captivating blend of tradition, diversity, and
contemporary dynamism, sits at the crossroads of history and modernity. Its dramatic
landscapes, stretching from the green hills of Asturias to the sun-drenched plains of La
Mancha and the sparkling coasts of the Mediterranean and Atlantic, provide the
backdrop to a narrative as colorful as the famed fiestas held in its towns and villages.
Over centuries, Spain has absorbed influences from a myriad of peoples—Romans,
Visigoths, Moors, and others—each leaving a visible mark on its culture, architecture,
and society.

Historically, Spain’s position at the western edge of Europe and at the threshold of
Africa and the Atlantic world has contributed to its unique development. From the
splendor of Al-Andalus to the might of the Spanish Empire, the nation’s fortunes have
ebbed and flowed, often in tandem with wider European and global events. Its
immense historical legacy is visible at every turn: in Roman aqueducts, Moorish
palaces, Gothic cathedrals, and the vibrant plazas that pulsate with community life.

Culturally, Spain is a mosaic of regional identities. The linguistic and cultural
distinctions between Catalonia, the Basque Country, Galicia, and other autonomous
communities speak to a nation that knows both unity and diversity. This multiplicity
finds creative expression in art, music, architecture, literature, and everyday customs,
from the explosive artistry of flamenco to the quiet pride of village festivals and the
shared delight of culinary traditions.

Today, Spain stands as a parliamentary constitutional monarchy in the heart of the
European Union. Its society is a fascinating mix of old and new: historical cities hum
with innovation, while rural scenes preserve the continuity of ancient traditions. Spain
continues to contend with complex issues—regional autonomy, economic reform,
demographic shifts, and environmental sustainability—while also embracing its role as
one of the world’s premier travel destinations.

The Spanish way of life is famously convivial and spirited, rooted in strong family
bonds, a love of celebration, and a reverence for the joys of daily living. Its cuisine, art,
and architecture are renowned worldwide, offering glimpses into the country’s soul for
those willing to explore beyond stereotypes. Visitors and locals alike are drawn to its
endless variety, from cosmopolitan cities like Madrid and Barcelona to the serene
beauty of the countryside and coast.

This book, "Spain: Portrait of a Country," seeks to guide readers through the
fascinating tapestry of Spain’s geography, history, and culture, to provide insight into
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its contemporary realities, and to share practical wisdom for those wishing to discover
the land firsthand. Whether you are preparing to travel, eager to deepen your
understanding, or simply curious about the Spanish experience, this journey will
illuminate the enduring magic and complexity of Spain.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Landscapes of Spain
Spain, a country of dramatic contrasts and captivating beauty, occupies the majority
of the Iberian Peninsula, a prominent landmass in Southwestern Europe. This strategic
location, bordered by the mighty Pyrenees Mountains to the north and sharing a
frontier with Portugal to the west, has played a pivotal role in shaping Spain's unique
identity. With extensive coastlines along both the Atlantic Ocean and the
Mediterranean Sea, the nation's diverse geography contributes significantly to its
varied climates and distinct regional characteristics. Spain’s total area, including its
island territories, is approximately 505,370 square kilometers, making it the second-
largest country in Western Europe.

At the heart of peninsular Spain lies the Meseta Central, a vast, elevated plateau that
dominates the interior. This high plain, averaging over 600 meters (2,000 feet) above
sea level, is a defining feature of Spain's topography and accounts for about 40% of
the country's landmass. The Meseta is not a uniform expanse; it is bisected by the
Sistema Central, a significant mountain range that divides it into northern and
southern sub-plateaus. The northern Meseta, often associated with Castile-León,
shimmers with golden cereal crops during the growing season before settling into a
dusty dryness. The southern Meseta, encompassing regions like Castile-La Mancha
and Extremadura, presents a different agricultural tapestry, with vineyards, olive
groves, and saffron-producing crocuses.

The Meseta Central is encircled and further sculpted by several prominent mountain
ranges, each contributing to Spain's remarkable topographical diversity. To the north,
the formidable Cantabrian Mountains run parallel to the Atlantic coast, creating a lush,
green landscape often referred to as "Green Spain" due to its abundant rainfall and
temperate climate. The Sistema Ibérico, a complex range, flanks the Meseta to the
northeast and east, while the Sierra Morena forms its southern rim. These ranges,
along with the Montes de Toledo in the central-west, create a rugged and varied
terrain around the central plateau.

Beyond the Meseta, Spain boasts other impressive mountain systems. The iconic
Pyrenees, forming a natural border with France and Andorra in the northeast, are a
dramatic barrier, with peaks exceeding 3,000 meters (9,800 feet). Among them, Pico
Aneto stands as the highest peak in the Pyrenees at 3,404 meters (11,168 feet), and
the second highest in mainland Spain. In the south, the Baetic Systems dominate,
most notably including the Sierra Nevada. This range is home to Mulhacén, the highest
peak on the Iberian Peninsula, soaring to 3,478 meters (11,413 feet). The presence of
these towering ranges makes Spain one of Europe's most mountainous countries.
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This intricate network of mountains and plateaus gives rise to Spain's diverse climate
zones. Spain is, in fact, considered one of the most climatically diverse countries in
Europe, with 13 different Köppen climate classifications. The north and northwest,
influenced by the Atlantic Ocean, experience an oceanic climate characterized by mild
temperatures and abundant rainfall, leading to verdant landscapes. Central Spain,
dominated by the Meseta, exhibits a continental climate, which means hot, dry
summers and cold winters with significant temperature variations. The interior can
experience scorching temperatures in summer, sometimes exceeding 35°C (95°F).

Moving towards the east and south, the Mediterranean coast and the Balearic Islands
enjoy a classic Mediterranean climate. This means hot, dry summers, often exceeding
30°C (86°F), and mild, wet winters, making these regions popular tourist destinations.
The warm-summer Mediterranean climate is also found in parts of northwestern Spain
and inland central-northern Spain at higher altitudes. Finally, off the coast of Africa,
the Canary Islands boast a subtropical climate, providing consistent warm
temperatures year-round, a true escape for those seeking perpetual sunshine. This
wide array of climates supports an equally diverse range of ecosystems, from the
temperate forests of Galicia to the semi-deserts of Almería.

Spain's hydrological network further contributes to its geographical mosaic. There are
numerous rivers, though many are seasonal and dry for much of the year,
transforming into raging torrents after rainfall. The country's five major rivers are
crucial to its landscape and economy. Four of these, the Duero (Douro in Portuguese),
Tagus (Tajo in Spanish), Guadiana, and Guadalquivir, flow westward, eventually
emptying into the Atlantic Ocean. The Tagus is the longest river on the Iberian
Peninsula, stretching over 1,000 kilometers (620 miles) and passing through
significant cities like Toledo. The Duero is a vital waterway for agriculture, particularly
for olives, grapes, and almonds, and forms part of the border with Portugal. The
Guadiana also forms a natural border with Portugal for several miles. The
Guadalquivir, meaning "big river" in Arabic, is the only navigable river in Spain and
played a significant role in historical trade and exploration, allowing Seville to function
as an inland port.

In contrast to the Atlantic-bound rivers, the Ebro River flows eastward, traversing
northeastern Spain and culminating in a large delta on the Mediterranean Sea. While
not the longest river in Spain, the Ebro is the longest river located entirely within
Spain's borders and carries the greatest volume of water. Its basin is a vital
agricultural region and supports a rich array of wildlife, particularly in its delta, which
is a haven for numerous bird species. These rivers, along with their tributaries and the
reservoirs created by numerous dams, provide essential water resources and
hydroelectric power for the country.

Spain's extensive coastline, stretching approximately 5,755 kilometers (3,576 miles),
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is as varied as its interior. Along the northern coast, facing the Bay of Biscay and the
Atlantic, are the "Rías Gallegas" and the "Costa Verde" of Asturias, characterized by
rugged cliffs, immense beaches, and lush greenery due to the high rainfall. These
areas offer a stark contrast to the sun-drenched Mediterranean shores. Moving
eastward along the Mediterranean, famous coastal stretches include the Costa Brava
in Catalonia, known for its beautiful coves and tranquil blue waters, and the Costa
Dorada, or "Golden Coast," in Tarragona, renowned for its expansive sandy beaches.

Further south along the Mediterranean, the Costa del Azahar, Costa Blanca, and Costa
Cálida offer a mix of coves, long sandy beaches, and warm, dry climates that attract
millions of visitors annually. The Costa Blanca, particularly around Alicante, is famous
for its fruit trees, palms, and extended periods of sunshine. The Costa del Sol in
Andalusia is perhaps Spain's most famous coastal area, with 160 kilometers of
shoreline and a vibrant tourist scene. Finally, on the Atlantic side of Andalusia, the
Costa de la Luz boasts vast stretches of fine sand and a distinct cultural flavor. These
diverse coastal regions provide not only stunning natural beauty but also a wide range
of activities, from water sports and hiking to exploring historical sites and natural
parks.
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