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READY TO RUMBLE Julián 
López Escobar, or “El 
Juli,” on his way into 
Seville’s Plaza de Toros 
de la Real Maestranza
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By DANA VACHON Photography by MARIANO HERRER A

THE

LAST�MATADOR
At the most storied arena in all of bullf ighting, even the bulls 

know the sport is approaching its end
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T
HERE’S A big medieval trumpet blast 
as the matadors walk into Seville’s 
famous bullring, the Plaza de Toros 
de la Real Maestranza, one of the 
most sacred spots in the world of 
bullfighting, which, of late, has 
begun to enter a discernible if not 
quite dramatic decline. Attendance 
is down and a majority of Spaniards 
are now opposed to such spectacle. 
But I have not come here to see the 
bullfight in its twilight, but rather 
in the last of its golden light, to 
try to understand what it means to 
Spanish eyes, and once meant to 
American ones.

Some of the greatest matadors 
alive stand on the pitch below. There 

is Morante de la Puebla, dark-haired with a face that I don’t 
want to compare to a youthful Joey Buttafuoco’s, but I find 
that, for purposes of truth and economy, I must. Some call 
him the greatest artist of his generation, entering into a com-
munion with the bull so total that a few years ago he had to 
take a break from the arena for reasons described poetically 
by the Google translation of his Wikipedia page as “loss of 
illusion.” Morante is earthy, intuitive. His counterpoint is 
Julián López Escobar, or “El Juli,” a fair, aristocratic blond 
known for sheer efficiency. The third and youngest matador 
is El Juli’s protégé, Alejandro Talavante Rodríguez, the 
most introspective of the three. He would tell me later that 
“bullfighting has always mirrored society,” meaning that the 
matador’s dance with the animal has evolved in response to 
the cheers and jeers issuing from the stands, that the crowd 
and the matador are joined in feedback.

Of course, as Emily Dickinson once wrote, “The show 
is not the show/But they that go.” The royal box, hanging 
in the prime position, is heavy with local society and the 
scions of old bull-breeding families. The men wear pocket 
squares that look like burrowing peacocks, the women are 
in delicate crepe and organza, hair dripping from chignons, 
necks glittering old Spanish jewels and old Spanish gold 
and old Spanish silver—chains of flash and flesh running, 
I want to think, all the way back to the Siege of Cuzco. 
Just ahead of me, in the front row, are a pair of 10-year-old 
boys in finely tailored, double-vented blazers, blond hair 
perfectly parted so that, seen from behind, they look like 
shrunken hedge-fund moguls. But what most impresses 
me is the golden underglow that most here possess, as if by 
careful calibrations of European and Mediterranean blood; 
and their features, while not identical, seem to be in proud 
dialogue. It’s an aesthetic unity that is jarring for me as 
an American, a product of a self-proud melting pot. And 
then, just before I lose myself in the crowd, my attentions 
are demanded by the first of the tragic bulls now charging 
through the Gate of Fear. 

“That bull weighs almost a ton,” says an elder patrician 
beside me, looking, in his fedora and ascot, like an aged, 
unmasked Zorro. “That bull could kill a lion.”

“It could kill a lion?” asks a friend who deals in some of 
the same Peruvian silver mines that may have paid for the 
Armada.

“Or a bear,” says Old Zorro. “Or a crocodile.”
Many generations ago, Ernest Hemingway made the 

same point in dispatches from this very arena. He thought 
it was important for his reader to understand that this 
animal, while innocent, tragic and doomed, is nothing like 
the dancing cow on your milk bottle, that it has been care-
fully bred to excel at brutality, to enjoy fighting, and that, 
yes, pitted against an African lion it would absolutely win. 
These are thoughts that run through my mind as I glance 
back up at the well-heeled patrons in the royal box, as well 
as to those who are seated around me.

 

I HAVE come to the Plaza de Toros de la Real Maestranza 
with a group mainly from New York, dappled with London 
and Greenwich, heavy on hedge-fund traders and invest-

ment bankers and one friend, Lucius Ordway McSherry, 
who, himself a feat of breeding, descends from four great 
American families. Later, as I struggle to understand the 
changing meaning of the bullfight, he puts me in touch 
with his grandfather, Anthony Drexel “Tony” Duke, now 
95. He was at D-Day and spent time with Hemingway in 
Cuba. “In the beginning of our relationship he was kind 
of a bully,” Tony Duke says to me of the great writer. “And 
once when he pushed me around a little I stepped on his 
foot and he liked it.”

Tony Duke also tells me of experiencing the heyday 
of the Spanish bullfight in the 1940s with his cousin, 
Nick Biddle, a CIA agent assigned to Madrid. (A side note: 
Tony Duke’s brother, the late Angier Biddle Duke, would 
later serve as U.S. Ambassador to Spain in the mid-1960s.)

“They were almost like little gods in Spain,” Tony Duke 
says of the midcentury matadors. “It was a religious rite 
to go to a bullfight, to see it. In retrospect I can see why 
that changed. You’re sitting there watching a man tantalize 
the bull,” he adds, his voice trailing off in disgust. But the 
bullfight had a deep meaning to the war generation, who 
witnessed so much bloodshed and who maybe sought a 
reckoning with it in the arena. “My cousin,” Tony Duke 
tells me, “he was a paratrooper during the war. The bullfight 
became a kind of religion to him. He loved to go.”

The matadors wear a traje de luces, a “suit of lights” made 
of silk stitched with gold embroidery that twinkles as the 
sun sets over the bullring, announcing the matador as a 
supernatural figure with obvious religious overtones. Earlier, 
El Juli entered the arena flanked by a pair of guards like 
centurions. The crowd lined up to cheer him, they strained 
to touch him, a hero headed up to triumph, his face set in 
concentration, totally focused on the encounters that were 
about to unfold. Tony Duke is right: There is something 
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SCENES FROM A BRAWL Top: Surveying 
the action in the bullring; below: 
well-heeled patrons on their way 
into the arena
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religious going on here. The Sevillans don’t come to see 
death itself; they come to see its forces fully mastered by 
the men in the suits of lights.

 

PRINTED ON my ticket is the face of Juan Belmonte. Perhaps 
the greatest matador of all time, Belmonte transformed 
the bullfight here almost a century ago. Before Belmonte, 

the bullfighters fought as if in the Roman circus, with the 
matador chasing the bull all over the ring. This wasn’t an 
option for Belmonte, who had deformed legs and so fought 
while standing perfectly still, amplifying the danger to his 
own person, fixing the heart of the drama. Another leg-
end, Manolete, built on Belmonte’s innovations, tying the 
bull’s passes into tight sets, approaching ever faster, ever 
closer, the light-flashing glances becoming dance, bodies 
controlled in space.

That idea of control extends beyond motion to breeding. 
These fighting bulls have been sculpted through the centu-
ries, these animals no more natural in their spear-headed, 
snot-dripping swagger than a pigtailed shih tzu is when 
dancing for a biscuit. The matador thus sees the bull less 
as wild animal (as an African lion or crocodile) than as 

realized fiction. “The bull is the product of man’s genetic 
selection,” Talavante later tells me. “He is a unique animal, 
and I made the decision to be a bullfighter as a way to get 
closer to him.”

Not only is the crowd seeing its own reflection in the 
bullring, but the bullfighter is also seeing a reflection of the 
crowd—of human id—when he stares into the bull’s black 
globe eyes. What the matador sees is an audience bent out 
of shape, because today the bulls refuse to fight. The first 
is the 1,172-pound Miura—the name for that famous 
bullfighting breed—called Fantasia, or Fantasy. They all cry 
Olé! as Morante ties together seven tight passes through 
his pink cape—the moves called “veronicas” for Saint 
Veronica, who wiped Christ’s brow on the way to Golgotha. 
Morante is fearless, flawless, puckering his lips like the 
snout of the animal before him, the theoretical conqueror 
of African lions. But then the bull seems to grasp reality, to 
realize that his charges are futile, and by the final capings 
with the muleta, the animal refuses to charge at all, which 
means the final blow, the estocada, is dealt without drama, 
without honor, which makes the posh Sevillans shake their 
heads in disgust.
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It goes just as badly for the great El Juli, the one the crowd 
had strained to touch when he entered the arena. He fights a 
1,108-pounder named Chorrada, Spanish slang for “nonsense,” 
and finds that, today in the Plaza de Toros, Fantasia and Chor-
rada are largely indistinguishable. El Juli coaxes and cajoles. 
Toro! Toro! he calls, but to no avail. Chorrada isn’t having 
any of these antics. The finely bred aristocratic heads hang 
low at the failure of their own fine breeding. The shrunken 
hedge-fund managers grow restless. We Americans are con-
fused and it falls to Old Zorro to explain, “These bulls just 
aren’t fighting.” Which poses certain problems for a bullfight.

“This subtle confrontation can only end in tragedy for one 
of the two lives involved,” Talavante says later. “The thing 
that’s important about this tragedy is that it is something 
that lingers in the collective memory, an opportunity that’s 
not even, in many cases, within reach of humans.”

This is the point of the bullfight: a great tragedy tran-
scended by art. I think that it’s a beautiful idea, particularly 
as a writer, but I also think, sitting in the shade offered by the 
royal box, that nearly three centuries after the construction 
of Seville’s Plaza de Toros, we should all agree that this is 
what the movies are for.

THE THIRD bull’s name is Trágico, or Tragic.
Maybe a lifetime of being called this has imbued 

him with wariness of the fate he’s been marked 
for, has turned him soulful in the ranch’s pastures. May-
be this explains his total disinterest in doing any kind 
of combat with Talavante. Fantasia and Chor-
rada had at least probed the matador, but Trágico 
is a dedicated pacifist from the start. First he looks 
bored, then confused, then like he has other things 
planned. By the time the estocada is readied he is not 
only refusing to charge, but mounting an escape to the 
best of his bovine abilities, digging at the dirt with his 
hooves, trying to tunnel out of this place. Here is the 
flaw in the collective will that has to be corrected for as 
soon as possible. Somewhere a phone call is made, and 
then a team of oxen appear, trotting into the arena, white 
with rich brown splotches, brass bells ringing from their 
necks as they go. And as they draw around Trágico he 
loses his aggression, he becomes part of the herd again, 
and like that he trots away from the arena, calm, an animal 
refusing his name.

He’s since become a hero of mine. 

A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE Left: Alejandro 
Talavante Rodríguez in the bullring; 
below, from left: bullf ighting legends 
Manolete and Juan Belmonte
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