Tke Stalls of Oviedo CatkeAral
Maria Dolores Teijeira Pablos
We have very few definitive facts concerning the Oviedo choir
stalls. The work contract has not survived and the most important
documents have been lost.
The stalls were constructed during the last quarter of the fifteenth
century, during the period in which Don Juan Arias del Villar was
bishop. He may have commissioned and paid for the stalls. Hie date
proposed, according to surviving documents, is 1490-1497.
Surviving documents give no clue as to the names of the artists. We
know only that they were foreijpiers, possibly Flemish. Recently
certain scholars have attributed some of the carvings to Alejo de
Vahia, an important Flemish master carver who worked in Castile
during this period. It is possible that there were some relationships
between the artists who worked at Oviedo and those who worked at
Le6n. The two cathedrals had many contacts and by the time the
work on the Oviedo choir was begun, the master of the cathedral
was Juan de Candamo who had worked at Le6n.
The eighty stalls were located in the center of the cathedra! from the
time they were first installed until the nineteenth century. At the
close of the century Bishop Don Ram6n Martinez Vigil decided to
move the choir, replacing the original stalls with new seats and
putting the old ones in the presbytery. Tliis change caused much
controversy in the city and many problems with the Cathedral
Chapter. The old stalls were then placed in several sites within the
cathedral. Most of the high stalls were destroyed during the
revolution of 1934. The remaining stalls were restored in the 1980s,
including the dorsal panels of the lower stalls, dorsal panels of five
of the upper stalls and many of the misericords, armrests and other
carvings. Most of the restored stalls (twenty-three lower and five
upper) are now exhibited in the Chapter Room of the cathedral and
in the cafliedral museum. Additional surviving panels have not been
restored.
The destruction of major elements of the choir stalls makes the
identification of the iconographic program very difficult.
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Inspiration seems to derive from the stalls at Le6n but with
significantly different distribution of themes.
The dorsal panels of the forty-five high stalls had no carved figures,
except for a bishop carved on the bishop's seat. Instead, they were
decorated with inlaid texts related to the most important prophets
and characters in the Old Testament These figures included Moses,
David, Solomon, Isaiah (all restored), Zacharias (preserved without
restoration), Ezekil, Joel, Malaqueias, Daniel, Miqueas, Amos,
Hosea, Sofonias, Job, Baruch, Abdias, Jacob, Abraham (all
restored), Isaac (preserved without restoration), Nahum, Jonas,
Abacuc and the apostles Peter, Paul, Andrew, James the Elder, John,
Thomas, James the Younger, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew,
Simon, Tadeo (preserved without restoration), and Matthias.
Hie lower level dorsal panels have half-figured representations of
those whose texts are featured on the upper dorsal panels. TTiey
follow the tradition begun in Le6n of prophets and Old Testament
figures: Malaquias, Zacharias, Esdras, Jeremiah, Isaiah, Solomon,
David, Moses, Samuel, Ruth, Daniel (all exhibited), Ezekiel, Hosea,
Miqueas, Amos, Joel, Sofonias, apostles Mat&ew, John, Peter,
Matthias, James the Elder, Saint Thaddeus, Saint Simon (all
exhibited), Bartholomew, Philip, James the Younger, and Thomas.
There are also some saints following Spanish tradition: Catherine,
Barbara, Stephen (all exhibited) and the figures of the
Annunciation, each of them on a dorsal panel in the museum. Only
one dorsal panel parts from the pattern of a single figure: the stall
of the president of the Chapter which has the double representation
of Church and Synagogue.
It is possible that these figures were placed in a sequence
resembling that at the Cathedral of Le6n, where groups of prophets
and saints increase in importance from east to west as they approach
the episcopal seat The adjacent figures also relate to each other.
The separation between image Oower dorsals) and text (upper
dorsals) is unique to Oviedo. The repetition of figures, apostles and
prophets, on both levels, stresses the importance, as a basis for these
iconographic programs, of the double credo. The representation of
the Annunciation, the only direct Marian representation, repeats the
importance given to the beginning of the Redemption on the Leon
stalls.
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The Oviedo stalls, therefore, repeat the iconographic program of the
choir stalls in northwestern Spain, the relation between the Old and
the New Testament, and its importance to the Salvation of Mankind.
The program, however, is presented in a very original manner,
differing from those at Zamora and Astorga, a manner closer to the
Savoie model of eastern France and in Switzerland, in which the
central subject is the double creed. Oviedo presents the creed with
very few figured carvings and the Spanish tradition of decorating
the dorsal panels on both levels was earned out by separating the
text and the image, giving more importance to the former.
The profane iconography at Oviedo is seen in the usual elements:
misericords, armrests, corners above the arches, and lateral reliefs
as in the Le6n stalls. TTie most important characteristic of these
themes at Oviedo is the repetition of a limited number of motifs,
each time presented differently. Examples are the eight
representations of the fable of the Fox and the Stork, and the seven
of the Roman de Renard. Hie absence of social criticism, so
common in this period, is also remarkable as is the presence of the
fool as a main character in the profane scenes.
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