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Hie subject matter depicted on late fifteenth century Spanish choir
stalls is rich and varied and fits within the iconographic context of
choir stall sculptures in the rest of Europe.
It is impossible to include every theme in this study of medieval
Spanish choir stalls; therefore we have chosen to focus on those
themes that are found on the majority of choir stalls and which best
define, viewed from an historical perspective, the critical eras in
which they were created and which serve as a chronicle of the times.
With these images, containing didactic and moralizing messages,
we are able to study social and moral changes in men and women
of every social status during this critical period.
The presence of these profane themes in sacred settings can only be
explained by the period through which mankind was passing,
critical years in which the end of the Middle Ages and the
beginning of the Renaissance coincided, that is, a transitional period
during which the ideas of the medieval world — stubbornly
persistent — mix with the beginnings of humanism. This mixture
begets a confusion, a subversion and a renewal of values that is
characterized by an uneasiness and a spiritual emptiness that people
did not know how to fill, that caused them to indulge wildly in
worldly pleasures, and led to a relaxation of morals that affected all
classes, including the clerical. The papacy itself presented a
deplorable image.
By reason of its cultural and political ties with Europe at this time,
Spain was not immune to this crisis. In Germany Luther took
advantage of the crisis within the church to bring about his reforms.
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Other changes, with a different tone, were brought about by
Cardinal Cisneros when he reformed the religious orders in Spain.
In order to represent this critical moment of crisis in the world,
artists drew inspiration from a variety of sources — religious and
profane, highbrow and lowbrow. They created a vast repertoire of
subjects and various forms of expressing them with a message
similar to those in the Moralized Catechisms and the Moralized
Bibles, and with a timeless character that makes them meaningful
in today's world. These characteristics — diversity, realism,
timelessness, etc. — blending the profane with the sacred, enrich
them with instruction of what one should and should not do.
The World Upside Down

Le6n

Fig. 1: Woman Wears Pants
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Fig. 2: Man Spins Thread

Leon

But how is this critical period in history and in spiritual values
expressed in the choir stalls of this period? Hie literary device of
the "World Upside Down" presents absurd scenes in which the
normal form or content is transfonned. In this way, the ball that
represents the world, always depicted right-side-up and crowned
with a cross, appears, on a misericord from the choir stalls in the
Augustinian monastery in Talavera de la Reina (Toledo),
upside-down with the cross being nibbled by mice. The respect in
which the woman traditionally holds her husband, and her
traditional daily duties, are switched on two adjoining misericords
on the choir stalls of the Cathedral of Le6n (Figs. 1 and 2). On these
two misericords the woman is shown donning a pair of trousers and
striking her husband with a spindle while he spins thread on her
spinning wheel.
Criticisms of the Clergy
The relaxation of customs among the clergy and the bad example
this provided, reaching unbelievable depths, is perhaps the most
158

The^^
conspicuous social change of this critical period. The unstable state
of the church during this period has been studied by Brother Justo
Perez of Urbel, who recounts how the clergy frequented brothels,
kept mistresses and got drunk. Medieval books such as Calila e
Dimna and Libro de los Gatos satirized the friars, and this is how
we see them sculpted, for example, on the choir stalls of Barcelona.
Here a cardinal is shown with the rear end of a rooster and on a
misericord from Ciudad Rodrigo (Salamanca) a bishop has the
hindquarters of a quadruped and a reptile (Fig. 3). On other choir
stall carvings clergy are transformed into foxes symbolizing the
deception and hypocrisy of sermons. Like a scene from the Roman
de Renard a relief from a side panel of the choir stalls at the
Cathedral of Zamora shows a fox, dressed in the habit of a friar,
preaching from a pulpit to an audience of chickens, one of which he
has already tucked into his hood. In Las Partidas, King Alphonse
the Wise warns that the clergy should not have mistresses and that
these should be punished by having their hair cut off, as we see on
a frieze on the back panels of the choir stalls of the Cathedral of
Seville.

Fig. 3: Hybrid Bishop

Ciudad Rodrigo
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With the same purpose as Erasmus, the authors of the Libro de los
Estados, Libro de Buon Amor, the Cancionero traditional, La
Celestina, Corbacho etc., cry out against the drunken friars,
describing them in some cases as if their bodies had become skins
or barrels of wine, such as we see on misericords from Ciudad
Rodrigo (Rg. 4), where in addition we read "pure wine" (puro vino)
on the choir book, instead of the "Psalms of David". In the literature
just mentioned wefindreferences as well to friars who visit houses
of prostitution, paying for services, as on a misericord at the
Cathedral of Toledo. Friars are also shown on misericords as taking
advantage of the women in their congregation, touching them
licentiously, as we see on a misericord at Zamora.

Ciudad Rodrigo

Fig. 4: Drunk Monks

Finally, we also see representations of homosexuality, considered
to be a most heinous sin of the flesh, to be punished with the most
atrocious penalty of castration, as we deduce from the Fuero Juzgo
and Fuero Real, both books of law, where we read that this
punishment was for any man "whether brother or priest". Two
misericords, one from Zamora and one from Le6n present
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homosexuality (Fig. 5). In the former, a friar mounts another man
whose genitals are clearly visible. In the other, a bas-relief panel,
two friars either measure or touch each other's penises. We are not
sure what two other scenes from Zamora have to do with
homosexuality. In one, a friar administers a clyster to another man
and in the second he scrapes another man's backside with a stone.
In the first case we know from contemporary medical treatises that
people would go to monasteries for medical treatment and that they
did administer clysters. In the second case — according to Rof
Carvallo — castration was a mandatory requirement for entry into
certain religious orders, and in the Lapidario of Alphonse the Wise
the properties of the "zamoricaz" stone are described as a remedy
applied to priests since antiquity in order to assure chastity. TTie
shocking misericord in the collegiate church of Belmonte (Cuenca)
depicts a friar holding open the scapular of his habit to reveal his
enormous sexual organ. The man who stands next to him is
prescribing an unwarranted castration due perhaps to the ignorance
at the time of the illness suffered by the friar: scrotal edema or
elephantiasis.

Fig. 5: Two Homosexuals

Le6n
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To conclude with the topic of friars, we will say that there exist
abundant scenes of "good friars" who fight against the devil and
who are deceived by parishioners. In a bas-relief on a panel of the
Le6n choir stalls a penitent, prompted by the devil, removes the
purse from her distracted confessor (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6: Penitent Steals Purse from Confessor

Leon

Criticisms of Government
Spanish medieval literature includes critical passages on specific
events from periods during which choir stalls were executed. Two
examples of historical events on choir stalls are in the cathedrals of
Barcelona (late fourteenth century) and Le6n (late fifteenth
century). The first, I believe, depicts in a diagrammatic and
simplified manner the Flight of Alexander preaching against pride
and arrogance in general, and against royal power in particular.
Curiously, the Alexander iconography does not appear on any choir
stalls executed during the reign of the Catholic Kings. But it is not
so curious, perhaps, when we consider these were triumphant years
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for the monarchy, during which national unity was achieved,
reflected in the reconquest of the Arab Temtories. The Reconquest
of Granada is recorded by Rodrigo Aleman on the back panels of
the choir stalls at the Cathedral of Toledo. The birth of the Spanish
heir, celebrated with the minting of the coin designated "excelente",
appears on the choir stall of Seville Cathedral. When the theme of
"Alexander" was carved in Barcelona, although Aragon did not
directly exercise its prerogatives in Catalunya, the deputy general
of the kingdom, the heir apparent to the throne, did do so and he
became a permanent representative of the King of Aragon to the
Catalans.
We have mentioned several achievements of the Catholic Kings;
there is another very sijpuficant achievement, the submission of the
nobility. This event is shown on a relief of the Le6n choir stall
showing a nobleman and a favorite of Juan II's reign who was
decapitated because of his intrigues and treason (Fig. 7). The
unfortunate person was Don Alvaro de Luna, who is described in
the Cronica at the moment of his execution, accompanied by
Brother Alberto de Espina, Diego de Estuniga and several soldiers.

Fig. 7: Execution of Don Alvaro deLuna
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Proverbs and Fables
In addition to the criticism heaped on certain specific segments of
the population, the choir stall carvings offer us representations of
faults that occur at all levels of society. To show these faults artists
resorted to proverbs or popular sayings, to fables, and to literary
themes. At such a critical period as the one we are studying, it
should not surprise us to find the "indecisive" very well represented
in popular expressions: a man sits between two chairs on a Toledo
misericord, and another in the same ensemble holds "fire in one
hand and water in the other." The "improvident" is shown on a
Barcelona misericord by the popular saying "closing the stable door
after the horse has gone" (cuando el caballo es ido cierra el
establia). Hiese are warnings to those who complain of the behavior
of others without regard to their own actions, as in the case of the
"fable of the fox and the stork" at Ciudad Rodrigo and at Oviedo
(Fig. 8). The attraction that women hold for men is represented by
the theme of "Phyllis and Aristotle", and with a dual character —
sensual and mystical — the "Lady and the Unicorn", both at
Toledo. The woman exercises power over the animal, analogous to
Christ on the lap of Mary.

Fig. 8: The Fox and the Stork
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The Cardinal Sins
Those who indulge in the cardinal sins are represented on choir
stalls. Hie "envious" are shown by "two dogs fighting over a bone
rarely come to an understanding" on a choir stall at Ciudad
Rodrigo. Gluttony is graphically represented at Belmonte by a man
who has to support his stomach on a wheelbarrow in order to walk.
This identical image appears on the engraving of Gluttony by
Bruegel and in the Cancionero de obras provocante a visa, or Book
ofSongs to Make You Laugh. In this book, Juan Marmolo carries in
his stomach a skin of aged wine and takes small steps so it does not
burst.

Plasencia

Fig. 9: Monkey and Pig

However, it is Lust that appears most often and in the most varied
forms. On the choir stalls of Oviedo the seductive mermaid, the
siren who sang songs to attract Ulysses and his sailors, forms a pair
with a monkey of obscene and crazy habits. Such personification of
this vice is described by Ovid and in the Bestiaries. Sometimes the
monkey appears with a pig — considered revolting and obscene by
Aristotle, the Bible, Bestiaries, and other contemporary books such
as Los Exemplos. This image is on a misericord at Plasencia
(Fig. 9). Homosexuality, to which we have already alluded in
reference to lustful monks, is shown again on a misericord in
Seville through the popular expression "two defecate through the
same hole". A homosexual pair of monks adopt the position known
as "eight" (or sixty-nine) on a misericord at Astorga. A monk who
shares a bath tub with a nude woman on a Leon misericord (Fig. 10)
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exhibits behavior said to favor lust, which was criticized by Don
Juan Manuel in the Libro de los Estados. In Toledo we see a monk
in a house of prostitution. Finally, adultery is symbolized on an end
panel at Toledo, somewhat mutilated, by the popular saying
"putting a blue cloak over the husband" (to cuckold the husband).
The adulterous, as described in the Fuero Juzgo and Las Partidas
are burnt in hell, as they are on a misericord at Plasencia (Fig. 11).

Fig. 10: Monk and Woman Bathe

Leon

Fig. 11: Adultery Punished
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Scenes of Daily Life
Scenes of daily life and normal relationships between couples are
also frequent. A lovely misericord in Barcelona depicts a seated
couple. While the woman weaves a crown offlowers,the man hands
her the flowers. This relationship corresponds to the "cult of the
lady" a major theme in medieval literature. Another misericord in
the same ensemble shows a couple fanning the flames of love
(Fig. 12). In the midst of the flames Venus, mother of cupid and
goddess of love, emerges and sends an arrow to the attending
lovers.

Fig. 12: Fanning the Flames of Love

Barcelona

Heroic Legends
Alternating with scenes of daily life are scenes that teach a lesson
through the deeds of their protagonists. The misericords in Seville
offer a complete repertory of the Labors of Hercules. Highlights
include the boy Hercules strangling the serpents that Juno sent to
his room, and HerculesfightingCerberus. The latter task, according
to the Marques de Villena in his book on heroes, published in 1483
and 1499, should be identified with the estate of the citizen. On a
misericord in Barcelona the boy Hercules mounted on a lion
represents the estate of the priest, and Hercules mounted on the deer
of Kerunia may, according to some authors, represents the unending
endurance of the hero. In the center of this misericord a man pulls
two tree trunksfromthe ground. Possibly, this action represents the
moment that Hercules pulled out the tree to make his emblematic
club. It might also represent a Catalan hero, known as Pla Falgars,
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whose deeds follow the stories of Hercules and who, like the
legendary hero, fought for the good of his people.
Games and Pastimes
Games, sports and pastimes are abundantly depicted on Spanish
choir stalls. We have chosen three examples. The first, on the choir
stalls of Yuste, shows a wild boar hunt. While the hunt itself was
neither good nor bad, but rather a custom or sport, contemporary
books criticized it when it was taken to excess and used
obsessively, distancing the hunter from his duties and his family.
Another scene, on the Barcelona stalls, shows men playing a game
with hockey sticks. The game of "passa-passa" on the choir stalls of
Seville is based on deception andfraud.Balls are hidden under cups
just as they are in a painting by Jerome Bosch. This game is
mentioned in the Carajicomedia where a person with flie ability to
steal from a prostitute is described "as though playing passa-passa".
Finally, alluding to a theme very characteristic of Spain, the
bullfight, an ancient custom, is found on choir stalls in regions
where bulls are raised: Plasencia (Fig. 13), Ciudad Rodrigo, Yuste,
and Seville. A bullfight scene appears in the thirteenth century
miniatures of the Cantigas of Alphonse the Wise, but the same king
in Las Partidas warns that it is not a spectacle that priests should
attend. It also exists in a religious context in the life of St.
EMonisius, painted by the Valencian, Osona, in the sixteenth century
and, in addition, we should note that Queen Isabella considered
banning this sport.

Fig. 13: Bullfight

Plasencia
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Occupations
The splendor that the guilds slowly began to acquire through the
Middle Ages explains the presence of diverse professions on choir
stalls. Nevertheless we should keep in mind the purpose of some
books, such as the Libro de los Estados by Don Juan Manuel, that
address ethics, and the moral duty of every man to do his job well
for the glory of God. The sculptors at Plasencia and Toledo
(Fig. 14), the butcher at Ciudad Rodrigo, the shoemaker, the spinner
and the carder at Barcelona (the latter two typical occupations of
women at the time) are all good examples of the value of work.

Fig. 14: Sculptors

Toledo
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Tales from the Bestiary
The Bestiary is represented by animals that symbolize both good
and evil. As an example we have chosen a "psychomaehia" between
a lion, symbol of Christ, and a dragon, symbol of the devil, on the
choir stalls of Toledo. We will refer again to this scene when we
consider graphic sources for choir stall images.
Images of Death
To complete this section on subject matter, only touched upon
briefly, we will mention some images that encourage meditation
before death. A type of allegorical battle, evocative of the legend of
The Three Living and the Three Dead, and of the Danse Macabre
is sculpted on the choir stalls of Oviedo Cathedral.
Iconographic Sources
We have already mentioned some of the literary sources for the
sculpted scenes. It behooves us to consider the possibility that the
sculptors used "pattern books" since very similar scenes in different
places suggest that these books may have circulated between
painters of altarpieces and sculptors of choir stalls. Hector Arena,
when studying the work of Rodrigo Aleman, discovered some
Northern European engravings that inspired some of the carvings at
Plasencia. I discovered two others, one anonymous, and the other
taiown by the monogram bxs, from 1470 -1480 that provided the
model for a carving in Plasencia and a misericord in Toledo.
However, in addition to using northern engravings, Aleman used
Italian ones. The series of misericords in Ciudad Rodrigo depicts
the Battle of the Giants by Pollaiolo (Pig. 14). For this reason I
think that it is risky to attribute choir stalls of inferior quality to
Rodrigo Aleman based only on similarity of composition, as is true
between a misericord from Hoogstraten (Belgium) and Toledo.
Both could be derivedfromthe same pattern. Many painters were
inspired by the same engravings of Schoengauer, Diirer, and other
northern masters, both known and unknown. Italian engravings
were also sources for sculptural iconography.
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The Profane Arts /Les arts profanes

Fig. 15: Battle of the Giants
Persistence of Profane

Ciudad Rodrigo
Iconography

As regards the persistence of profane subject matter, we have found
an extremely varied repertoire in the marquetry misericords in the
choir stalls of Burgos Cathedral, designed by Felipe Vigarny in
1505 and on which he worked until the 1520s. The Gothic lewdness
has disappeared, but representations of adultery, tavern scenes,
animal symbolism, bulls, hunting, professions, mythology etc., still
alternate with religious themes. Perhaps we must study in greater
depth the purpose of this "profane presence" in the sixteenth
century. The Renaissance literary sources, such as, among others,
the Filosofia secreta of Perez de Moya, which are the inspiration,
also tend to moralize, like the popular moralistic emblems and the
Christianized pagan mythologies.
tnstituto Diego Valesquez
Digue de Medicinella 6
Madrid, Spain
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