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THE CHOIR STALLS OF TOLEDO AND THE CRUSADE...

A la fin du Moyen Age, le huchier Rodrigo Aleman a sculpte un chef-d'oeuvre
dans la Cathedrale de Tolede: 54panneaux dorsaux de stalks montrent la recon-
quete de Grenade par les rois catholiques Ferdinand et Isabelle. Sur chaque
panneau la scene principale presente la prise d'une ville par les rois catholiques,
parfois le Cardinal Mendoza et d'autres nobles et sarrasins. Les ecoingons
evoquent des sujetsprofanes et unefrise relate la vie quotidienne sous la grande
scene. Cette communication n'envisage que les vingtpremieres scenes, les meilleures
de la serie. Un rappel historique fadlite la comprehension des evenements. L'analyse
permet I'identification de la ville, des machines de guerre, et des personnages
importants. Elle permet surtout de reperer les erreurs. On nepeutpas considerer
cessculptures comme des chroniquespane qu'ily a trop d'erreurs, maisplutot comme
des illustrations d'apres des manuscritsproto-historiques et surtout comme une oeuvre
artistique de la fin du Moyen Age.

The lower rank of the choir stalls of Toledo cathedral contains
masterpieces of late medieval art, carved between 1489 and 1495
by Rodrigo Aleman, a German craftsman who made his way to

Spain in the late fifteenth century. Surviving documents tell us a great
deal about him and indicate his influence on Iberian wood carving at the
dawn of the Renaissance. The choir stalls of Toledo cathedral are among
his earliest recorded commissions, and he may have risen to promi-
nence through these works. In 1489 he was promised the handsome price
of 10,000 Maravedes each for the construction and decoration of twenty
stalls1. His work was of such quality that he received a richer commis-
sion about 1492 for twenty more seats, and in 1493 he agreed to provide
additional stalls, railings and stairs to complete what today we know as

1 Zarco del Valle, Dcrfos documentales para la hisforia del arte espanol: II, Documentos
de la Catedral de Toledo; coleccion formada ... por D. Manuel R. Zacro del Valle,
donada al Centro de Estudios Historicos [que la publica], tomo I (Madrid, 1916)
pp. 18-20, cited in Carriazo, Los Re//eves de /a Guerra de Granada (Granada, 1985)
p. 1 7. 10,000 Maravedes was enough to keep a mounted warrior in the field for
over 285 days. See John Edwards, The Spain of the Catholic Monarchs, 1474-1520
(Oxford, 2000).
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the lower level of the choir at Toledo Cathedral2. The outstanding
features of these stalls are the carved panels set into the back of each
seat and into the railings which connect them. In all, Master Rodrigo
carved 54 panels, each enlivened with a scene from the war in Granada,
a nine-year struggle still in progress when Rodrigo began his work. His
craftsmanship was praised at the time as a faithful representation of
the final campaigns of the Reconquista3. That was surely the plan of
Master Rodrigo's employer, Cardinal Mendoza, who was himself a parti-
cipant in the war in Granada.

Cardinal don Pedro Gonzales de Mendoza (1428-1495) was archbishop
of Toledo from 1483 until his death in 1495, and brought its cathedral,
under construction for almost three hundred years, to completion4. He
is remembered as a great builder and patron of the arts, but he was also
a warrior in the struggle for Granada, and played a major role in support
of Ferdinand and Isabella. The panels recall and glorify the Christian

In 1490 Rodrigo received partial payment on account of the first twenty, and in
January 1493 he began to receive payment for the second twenty. The price for
the pieces he produced rose steadily, from 10,000 each in 1489 to 10,380 by 1493,
to 14,000 each by the last payment, early in 1495. Carriazo, Los Relieves, p. 18.

In January 1495 the German doctor and geographer Jerome Munzer arrived in
Toledo after having already traveled through Valencia and recently conquered
Andalucia. He reported that the newly carved choir stalls in the cathedral each
portrayed a « well sculpted triumph over a city or fortress of Granada, which
almost puts before one's eyes the Granadane war. » Munzer, also a key source
for Master Rodrigo's origin in « Lower Germany, » did not meet Rodrigo because
he had already moved on to a commission in another city. The voyage of Munzer
was published by Ludwig Pfandl, Itinerarium hispanicum Hieronimi Monetarii (in
the Revue hispanique, XLVIII, 1920), cited by Carriazo, Los Relieves, pp. 16-7.

Construction on the Cathedral of Toledo began 1226, under Archbishop don
Rodrigo Jimenez de Rada, who played an important part in introducing the Gothic
style into Castile. Like Mendoza, Jimenez de Rada was also active in military
campaigns against the Moors. Construction work done during the pontificate of
Mendoza was principally finishing the building, tasks obscured by later decora-
tion and more modern additions. Much of the interior work which established the
cathedral as among the most richly adorned in Europe, including the tomb of
Mendoza, was undertaken by his successor, Cardinal Cisneros, whom Carriazo
terms « the great decorator of the cathedral. » (Los Relieves, p. 16)
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crusade against Granada that he helped organize and lead, and they
testify to his involvement by showing Mendoza himself at the side of
the Catholic Monarchs. Under these circumstances the panels might
be expected to have a high degree of verisimilitude. Nevertheless, and
despite analyses that proclaim them historical artifacts, the panels must
be used with great caution as historical records5.

Archeological considerations aside, the 54 panels are exquisite examples
of the carver's art. Each is 56 cm. wide and 37 cm. high (21 inches by
14 inches), sculpted in bas-relief from a single plank of Spanish walnut.
They are framed by the wainscoting that surrounds the lower stalls of
the choir, and separates those seats from the upper rank of stalls built
in the sixteenth century6. Each panel contains the same three features.
The central theme of each is an episode in the war in Granada, usually
the surrender of a city or fortress. These historical scenes, which vary
in detail if not in theme, are framed by columns that curve to form a
double arch, invariably adorned with leafy vines. Above this arch, in the
two corners, are carvings of a person or creature, usually of a whimsical
nature. Lastly, below each tableau are carvings of various men and
beasts, many highly imaginative and sometimes bizarre. There are other
elements worthy of comment in the stalls, including carved supports for
the shelves that serve as music stands and the misericords with their
burlesque scenes. This essay, however, is concerned only with the
54 panels on the war in Granada.

5 Carriazo's essay (Los Relieves, p. 33) both extols the « of immense historical and
archeological value » of the panels, and [passim) cites others who have used
them for that purpose.

6 The upper tier of choir stalls was completed in 1543. The 35 stalls on the north
side are by Vigarni and those on the south side of the archbishop's throne are by
Berruguette, who also carved the transfiguration above the throne. These later, more
refined sculptures generally receive more attention from modern commentators
and critics. See, for example, Ian Robertson, Blue Guide Spain (New York, 1989)
p. 316.
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Before turning to the stalls and the question of their value as an histo-
rical record, a few words on the Reconquista and the war in Granada will
provide useful background. The Reconquista looms as the major factor
in the creation of the modern Spanish people and their national character.
It is difficult to overstate the importance of the struggle against Islam
in Spanish history, but very easy to misunderstand it It was not a burning
issue for the peoples of the Iberian Peninsula throughout the medieval
period. Rather, the struggle was waged by fits and starts, with long inter-
vals of relative peace between Christian and Islamic states. It began in
711, when raiders from North Africa routed defending forces and found
Visigothic Spain in disarray. The Muslims rolled over most of the penin-
sula within a decade, encountering effective resistance only in the
mountainous north, where small Christian kingdoms emerged. For
many centuries these existed in the shadow of a strong Islamic polity ruled
from Cordoba, which was an Emirate until 929, when its rulers assumed
the title Caliph. Only afterl002, when the Caliphate collapsed and power
devolved to local emirs in some 30 petty, taifa kingdoms, did the Christian
states begin to enjoy an advantage.

This became crystal clear in 1085, when Alfonso VI of Leon (r. 1065-
1109) annexed Toledo and its surrounding territories7. Frightened taifa
kings summoned aid from the Almoravids of North Africa, tempora-
rily stopping the Christian advance8. The Christian kingdoms of the
north (which emerged as Portugal, Leon, Castile, and Aragon) made
limited advances into the Muslim south until the thirteenth century9. Papal

7 For Alfonso Vl's reign, see Bernard F. Reilly, The Kingdom of Ledn-Castilla under
King Alfonso VI, 1065-1109 (Princeton, 1988). For the situation in Spain in general,
see his, The Medieval Spains (Cambridge, 1993).

8 Muslim society, its defenders, and the North African realms which entered Spain
from the eleventh century are ably covered by David Wasserman, The Rise and Fall
of the Party Kings (Princeton, 1985). See also Charles-Andre Julien's classic study,
History of North Africa, tr. John Petrie (London, 1970).

9 This began under two leaders, Alfonso VIII of Castile (1158-1214), the victor at
the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212, and Jaume I of Aragon (1213-1276),
who conquered both the Balearics and Valencia. For military aspects of the struggle
see Derek W. Lomax, The Reconquest of Spain (London, 1978).
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crusade proclamations facilitated expansion and consolidation thereafter,
and by 1275 most of Iberia was under Christian rule.

There were five centuries of war between Muslim and Christian states
of Spain, but not continuous conflict. Usually weaker states on the
border purchased peace through parias, tributary payments. After 1275
Granada, the last taifa state, sentparias to Castile to ensure its continued
existence. Prosperous enough both to afford protection payments and
to hire a mercenary army, the Moorish Kingdom endured until the end
of the fifteenth century. During that period Granada was ruled by the
Nasrid dynasty10. There was intermittent border warfare, and some
major campaigns, during the period 1275 to c. 1450, but this was by no
means a period of continuous war11. In the latter half of the fifteenth
century this situation changed. When the Ottoman Turks seized
Constantinople in 1453, all Europe felt the shock. This prompted new
calls for crusade that stimulated Henry IV of Castile (1454-74) to resume
the Reconquista in 1455, when he launched major invasions of Granada12.
These failed to achieve any substantial gain, but there was a growing
awareness that Granada, a Muslim state within Iberia, posed future
threat. With the 1469 marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella, through which
the thrones of Aragon and Castile were ultimately united, the stage was
set for the last act of the Reconquista.

10 These were the descendents of Muhammad ibn Yusuf ibn Nasr, who so consoli-
dated his hold over Granada that when he died 1273 his son assumed the reigns
of power without resistance. For the foundation and fortunes of the Nasrid dynasty
see Miguel Angel Ladero Quesada, Granada, Historia de un pais islamico, 1232-
1571 (Madrid, 1969). Reilly, Medieval Spains, gives a brief summary on pp.
190-195.

11 The campaigns launched over the two centuries (1275 to 1480) were the excep-
tions, not the rule. A cartographic overview of the struggle can be found in Atlas
of the Crusades, ed, Jonathan Riley-Smith (New York, 1991) pp. 32-3, 72-3, and
126-7. The commentary on p. 126 gives a brief overview of this desultory warfare.

12 Norman Housley, The Latter Crusades, from Lyons to Alcazar, 1274-7580 (Oxford,
1992) pp. 292-96.
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After each inherited their respective thrones (Isabella becoming Queen
of Castile in 1474 and Ferdinand King of Aragon in 1479), the « Catholic
Monarchs » renewed the assault on Granada13.

Their campaign began in 1482, and thereafter invasions were launched
year after year, slicing away pieces of the Kingdom of Granada until, by
the end of 1489, only the city and its immediate surroundings remained
in Moorish hands. Ferdinand introduced Castile's army to up-to-date mili-
tary techniques, and conducted a war of careful sieges, with few large
battles. The eventual victory, however, was as much the result of diplo-
macy as of the contest at arms. The Nasrid kingdom was rent by a
dynastic struggle. Boabdil was crowned at Granada in 1482, while his
uncle, Al-Zagal («the Valiant»), was declared Granada's king at Malaga.
When civil war broke out between them, Fedinand was able to play
Boabdil, who several times swore allegiance to him during the war,
against Al-Zagal, who ended by assisting Ferdinand in exchange for a
title as grandee of Castile. Boabdil was ultimately left with only the city
of Granada, which the Catholic Monarchs placed under siege for a year
before it capitulated on January 2,149214.

This background material may make it easier to evaluate Master Rodrigo's
panels as historical artifacts. Rodrigo's first commission was for twenty
stalls, on the epistle side of the choir. The relation of these panels to the
events of the war in Granada is mapped by Juan de Mata Carriazo y
Arroquia (p. 26) in Los Relieves de la Guerra de Granada, which repro-
duces and analyzes the 54 panels of the Cathedral of Toledo. That
venerable Spanish historian tried to establish the bona fides of the
carvings in an essay that married those he could identify with chronicles

13 This awaited their suppression of civil war in Castile. In its wake the renewal of
war against the Muslims afforded an opportunity to rekindle popular sentiment and
solidify their control over their united realms For the story of the marriage of
Ferdinand and Isabella and the problems they faced, see Edwards, Spain of the
Catholic Monarchs.

14 An excellent recapitulation of the diplomatic and military exploits of the war can
be found in Miuel Angel Ladero Quesada, Castillo y la conquista del reino de
Granada (Granada, 1987).
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of the campaign15. In fact, many of the panels match neatly with eyewit-
ness accounts, but others do not. This essay will examine closely the first
twenty of the panels, which represented milestones in the early campaigns
of conquest.

Ferdinand and Isabella had determined in 1480 to subdue Granada,
but the first major blow in the war was struck by its emir, Abui-Hassan,
who expanded his territory by capturing the fortress of Zahara in
December 1481. The first major Christian victory was the capture of
Alhama on February 28,1483. It is this event which the first choir stall
commemorates (plate 1, p. 37)16. There is no difficulty identifying the
scene ; in most of the panels, the city's name is carved into its walls.
Alhama, deep inside the Nasarid kingdom and midway between Granada
and Malaga, was captured by the marquis of Cadiz, Rodrigo Ponce de
Leon, whose troops seized the citadel and captured the city in a bloody
struggle. The panel illustrates a furious attack with Christian forces
forcing their way up ladders, gaining possession of the walls in the face
of determined resistance from bearded and turbaned Moorish defenders.
Also evident are canon and muskets, weapons that gave the Christian
army a distinct advantage throughout the war17. Details concerning the
weapons and armor are generally accurate, but the scene could not be
an illustration of the fighting. In fact the fortress was gained by a stealthy
attack at night, when a few scouts overpowered sleepy guards and
opened the gates to their comrades18. There was heavy fighting later, when

15 Carriazo played an indispensable part in Spanish historiography in the twentieth
century and edited major chronicles of the period under consideration, including
de Valera's Cronica de los Reyes Catolicos (Madrid, 1924); Puglar's Cronica de
los Reyes Catdlicos (2 vols., Madrid, 1943); and Berndldez's Memorias del reinado
de los Reyes Catolicos (with M. Gomez Moreno, Madrid, 1962).

16 This and subsequent parenthetical citations refer to plate and page numbers in
Carriazo, Los Re//eves.

17 Both Spaniards and Granadans had and used canon and handguns, but the
Castiallians had an advantage in numbers, both of troops and weapons, throu-
ghout the war. The handguns, which the chronicles term espingardas, were muskets
in the style later associated with North African manufacture.

18 Edwards, Spain of the Catholic Monarchs. pp. 104.
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the Christian forces broke out of the citadel to subdue the town. The
scene in the Toledo choir stall, however, does not describe that action.

The second stall (plate 3, p. 41) commemorates the surrender of Alora,
on June 16, 1484, after a ten-day siege. No hand-to-hand fighting is
shown, but there is clear evidence of damage from bombardment In the
foreground is King Ferdinand, an ample tunic covering his armor.
Kneeling before him is the alcalde, the mayor, handing over keys to the
city. This scene, with minor variations, is repeated over and over in
Rodrigo's artistic program. The king's troops carry shields of unusual
shape, adargas, made of leather with heavy cording, which were used by
both Christians and Muslims in southern Spain, and slung over the
shoulder when not in use. The third stall (plate 4, p. 42) commemorates
the surrender of Setenil, on September 20,1484. Here Cardinal Mendoza
himself can be seen with the king, in the front rank of the Christian
throng. A delegation of leading men of the town meets the king and their
chief, dismounted, kneels in submission. Horsemen close to the king carry
the cross and royal standard. These elements also appear in most of the
carved panels. There is also a Muslim mounted and riding with the king,
distinguishable by his turban. There was in fact no shortage of allies once
the campaign of conquest began in earnest.

The next stall (plate 7, p. 49) commemorates the assault on and entry
into Ronda, in early June 1485, a major episode of that year's campaign.
On the left we see the assault on the city, with attackers discharging
weapons to provide covering fire for those climbing the walls. Muslims
on the ramparts are defending the city by raining stones on the heads
of the Castilians. The king is mounted on the right, in full armor and
wearing his crown as he accepts the surrender of the city from its chief
men. This is a composite, like several others in the series of panels,
showing two phases in the taking of the city, which resisted attack for
two weeks. The fifth stall (plate 8, p. 51) pictures entry into Marbella,
which capitulated without serious resistance shortly after the fall of
Ronda19. This was an important milestone on the route to attack Malaga.

19 Edwards, Spain of the Catholic Monarchs. pp. 112. Carriazo, Los Relieves, p. 50 ,
believed that Marbella fell before Ronda.
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Here three ambassadors from the town give the king its keys as Moorish
trumpeters sound a welcome. Ferdinand is on parade, crowned and in
full armor. One horseman views the town through a cylindrical object,
another inclines his head as if in conversation with the king, while a
Christian and a Moor, riding behind the king, are conversing.
On the sixth stall (plate 5, p. 45) a city labeled Coin surrenders, an event
of March 1485 which antedated scenes commemorated in the previous
two stalls. Here we again see King Ferdinand, greeted by a Moorish
official kissing his left hand, as two other Muslim chiefs look at the
Christian host with expressions of awe or despair. It is as impossible to
determine why this scene is out of chronological order as it is to say why
the artist chose to present trees and a lizard on the left of this picture20.
This could well have been the occasion for a lively battle scene, since
Coin offered stout resistance and was only taken by siege21. The event
shown in stall seven (plate 6, p. 47) is also out of chronological order,
because the reduction of Cartama also antedated the assault on Ronda.
This is a very lively picture. On the left the king, surrounded by his
men at arms, is about to enter the gate of the city. On the wall stands a
Moor, apparently extending the keys in surrender. Two of the Christian
horsemen are riding through the raised portcullis, while the king appears
to gaze at a skirmish to the right of this scene. A fallen Moor, identifiable
by his beard, sprawls in the foreground.

With the eighth stall (plate 9, p. 53), the surrender of Casarabonela, chro-
nological order is restored. That town fell as a consequence of the capture
of Ronda, probably in June 1485. Here again we see the king and his armed
entourage, a forest of lances raised by the troops following him. Chief

20 Working from reports in the chronicles Carriazo, Los Relieves, pp. 44 and 46, opines
that the panels 6 and 7 are mislabeled, with that for Coin depicting events at
Cartama, and vice versa. For some inexplicable reason his commentary on p. 44
(labeled Coin, and opposite plate 5, p. 45) describes the visual content of plate
6 (p. 47, Cartama), while the commentary on page 46, labeled Cartama and oppo-
site plate 6, describes the content of plate 5. Whether or not the sculptor mislabeled
the panels, this is a most unfortunate way of setting the record straight.

21 Edwards, Spain of the Catholic Monarchs. pp. 110.
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men of the city, turbaned and in heavy robes, both greet the king and
lament their fate. On the right is a scene of fighting, with a Castilian foot
soldier aiming a blunderbuss at a Moor. The ninth stall (plate 10, p. 55)
presents the attack on and capture of Loja, the main target in the 1486
campaign. The right side of the panel depicts foot soldiers attacking a
heavily defended wall, their weapons raised to fire, while the garrison
resists them brandishing pikes and hurling stones. On the left the king,
fully armored and draped in a rich robe, is shown taking possession of
the fallen city. Loja, to the north and west of Granada, was invested in
May, and surrendered only after hard fighting.

The tenth stall (platell, p. 57) depicts the capture of Illora, which fell
in June 1486. Here again two episodes are presented. On the right the
town's outer defense works are under attack. Foot soldiers scaling the
lower wall receive supporting fire from below, while the Moors repel them
with lances, swords and stones. In fact, the bulk of the fighting throu-
ghout the war in Granada was carried out afoot. This was not a war in
which cavalry charges played a major role because the mountainous
terrain made such tactics impractical and often impossible. On the left
is another surrender scene, with the king at the lead of a troop of
mounted lancers, while a Moor above the gate extends the towns keys.
It is surprising that this scene does not include Isabella, who made her
first appearance on the battlefront on June 11, outside the walls of
Illora22. The queen is shown in the eleventh panel (platel2, p. 59), which
shows the conquest of Moclin, which fell on June 17, 1486. Illora,
Moclin and Montefrio (the subject of stall twelve) were all relatively
close to Loja and fell in the wake of its reduction.

Moclin's bas-relief, with its detailed and lively carving, occupies a central
and prominent place in the first row of stalls, next to stairs used by
dignitaries. The towers of Moclin are in the center of the tableau, one
of them blazing as a consequence of mortar fire. A piece of artillery is
prominent, and by this stage in the war these heavy and expensive

2 2 idem. p. 112.
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weapons were generally present in the Christian host, even if they did
not play a crucial role in every battle. On the right Queen Isabella can
be seen, the royal standard flying over her head, closely followed by the
Infanta Juana, as they approach a trio of Moors surrendering the city.
More of the Christian army is on the left, and in its foremost rank is
Cardinal Mendoza, unmistakable in his regalia. No doubt the queen
was featured here, and not in the Loja panel, because this panel occu-
pies a prominent place in the artistic program, and because her presence
in this scene magnifies the importance Cardinal Mendoza. Stall twelve's
panel (plate 13, p. 61), depicting the surrender of Montefrio, is likewise
prominent because it flanks the stairway^ and it too contains unusual
elements, such as the architectural details within the city's wall. Many
panels have similar towers, but here unsual double windows with rounded
arches are prominently set in the angle of steeply sloping roofs. Once
again three Muslims surrender the town to King Ferdinand, who receives
yet another set of keys for his growing collection.

In the thirteenth panel, the assault on Velez-Malaga (plate 14, p. 63), the
artistic program moves to the campaign of 1487, which thrust deep
into Muslim territory to take Malaga, Granada's major seaport, the
capture of which would ensure that no reinforcements could be sent from
North Africa. Velez-Malaga is a coastal city east of the major port. The
left of the panel shows the familiar depiction of assault on its walls.
Castilians are scaling them by ladder with drawn weapons while a Moor
with an adarga shield tries to repel them. Below a gunner aims at the
defenders. On the right the king, in full armor and girded with his
sword, accepts surrender from a trio of Muslim leaders. Behind the
king Cardinal Mendoza can again be seen. One week after the fall of
Velez-Malaga, on April 29, 1487, the king accepted submission from
Comares, represented in the fourteenth panel (plate 15, p. 65). Again the
king and his entourage receive welcome and, in the hands of the Moor
on the wall, another set of town keys. It should be noted that the archi-
tecture of the walls themselves, in this panel and in several preceding it,
could not be actual renderings of the various towns. Rather they are

205



James D. RYAN

merely generic urban facades, intended to evoke impressions. We can
be sure of this because these walls are depicted with flying turrets over-
hanging the approaches. Such features could not have been found in
Granada, where the building materials with the strength needed for
such construction was lacking23.
With stall fifteen (plate 37, p. 107), which illustrates the December 1489
occupation of Almunecar, there is another break in the chronological
sequence. Logically this episode ought to appear later in the cycle, since
it was two years after the fall of Malaga, the subject of panel eighteen.
Nevertheless, several details make this scene unusual. The battlements
of the city include, to the right of center, one tower with merlons that
differ markedly from the crenellation customary in Spanish design.
Additionally, a Moor (one of two within the Christian host) is bearing
the standard with the cross. The incidental battle scene on the right
shows unequal single combat, with a Castilian shooting at a Muslim
wielding a cutlass. Stall sixteen (plate 38, p. 109) shows the entry into
Salobreiia, late in December 1489, shortly after the fall of Almunecar.
As usual, the Muslim alcalde and chief men present the keys to the
victorious King, mounted, armed, and in regal attire. There are several
turbaned figures in Ferdinand's entourage, including one at his right, spea-
king with him. This may well represent Al-Zagal, who by that time had
submitted to Ferdinand rather than bow to his nephew, Boabdil.
Inhabitants of the city are spectators on the walls, perhaps as eager to
see Al-Zagal, the former claimant to the throne of Granada, as to see
Ferdinand, their new Christian ruler.
On the next panel (plate 18, p. 71) Rocbtigo Aleman's program returns
to June 1487, to represent an incident during the siege of Malaga. After
Velez-Malaga and neighboring towns had surrendered in April and early

2 3 Because of architectural impossibilities such as this, coupled with the lack of
horseshoe arches and other forms characteristic of Moorish cities, Carriazo
concludes (Los Relieves, p. 27) « that such walled cities are generalizations little
more faithful [to the reality of Moorish Andalusia] than the castles of Troy in the
engravings of countless editions of the Aeneid. »
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May, Al-Zagal virtually withdrew from the struggle, and Christian forces
had high hopes that Malaga, his former stronghold, would capitulate
without a struggle. When Hemete Zeli, the city's governor, mounted
strong resistance the Castilians constructed earthen ramparts, assembling
infantry and artillery close to the walls. When the siege bogged down
Ferdinand again urged Isabella to come to the front to bolster the
morale of the troops. At this point a charismatic Moor, Ibrahim al-
Jarbi, attempted to kill the Catholic Monarchs. As men he had assembled
attacked the rear of the camp he kept out of the action, hiding a dagger
beneath his burnoose and hoping to become a prisoner. Taken to the
marquis Ponce de Leon, he claimed to have had a special revelation that
could be disclosed only to the king and queen. Luckily for the royal
couple, he was sent to wait in the tent of noble servitors while Ferdinand
finished his siesta. Believing himself to be in the presence of the royal
couple, he seriously wounded Alvaro de Portugal and attacked his wife,
Felipa de Braganca, before he was dispatched. This sensational inci-
dent is depicted on stall seventeen's panel. The royal pavilion can be seen
outside the walls of Malaga as well as the apprehension of the would-
be assassin24. The eighteenth panel (plate 19, p. 73) shows the successful
completion of the siege of Malaga, which surrendered on August 18,1487.
It is a finely crafted relief, with careful detail, beautifully sculpted, enli-
vening the by-now-familiar scene. At the open gate Muslim leaders
offer submission to Ferdinand, who is accompanied by Cardinal
Mendoza. Moorish and Christian trumpets blare out to add importance
and dignity to the event.

With panel nineteen (plate 30, p. 95) the story of the 1489 campaign
resumes, showing the December 4 surrender of Baza. This city

2 4 This sensational story includes the dismemberment of the assassin Ibrahim, whose
body parts were catapulted into the city, where they were reverently gathered up
and sewn together so that this « marty r» could receive appropriately reverential
burial. Edwards, Spain of the Catholic Monarchs. pp. 112-14. The siege of Malaga
was revisited later in the artistic program, as subject of the panel for stall number
28 (Carriazo, Los Re//eves, plate 17, p. 69), perhaps at a point when Aleman needed
a topic to help complete his commission.
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succumbed after a difficult and dangerous six-month siege. On the right
Muslims are looking out over the walls on the Christian camp, with its
guards and artillery pieces in the forefront. On the left, at the open
gate, the richly adorned king accepts tokens of surrender from Moorish
chiefs. The last of the twenty panels commissioned in 1489 (plate 38,
p. 111), probably shows an incident during the negotiations for surrender
of Almeria, late in that same year. This scene is markedly different from
most of those in the series, and for that reason presents difficulty of inter-
pretation. It may depict negotiations prior to the city's capitulation. At
the right we find the customary scene of combat, showing swordplay
between Muslin and Christian. In the center two Moors are in front of
the walls, apparently receiving a paper from the mounted Castilian,
while a rider arrives at a gallop. From his attire it may be the king. The
cityscape is rich with architectural detail, with Muslims peering over
the walls in every quarter. This may represent an incident leading up to
the surrender of the city, but there is nothing in the chronicles to illu-
minate this artistic but otherwise meaningless tableaux.

This essay has focused on the first twenty choir stalls because they have
won critical acclaim as the most original and vibrant of the 54 panels
sculpted by Master Rodrigo for the cathedral of Toledo. They also give
a good indication of the program of the pieces, allowing some judgement
concerning their worth as historical artifacts. Clearly they have value in
this regard, but are more useful as illustrations of the historical record
than as a chronicle of the events themselves. Without the written records
they illuminate, they convey little knowledge in and of themselves. Even
as illustrations, however, they must be approached with caution. In
some particulars they seem accurate, in others far wide of the mark. The
remaining thirty-six panels repeat the same themes, with little variation
or originality. In the final analysis, each is a gem of the wood carver's
art, a beautiful example of what later came to be called Gothic style. That
is what gives them their primary value. They were crafted in the final hours
of the Middle Ages and on the threshold of the Renaissance, and their
excellence inspired the sixteenth century Spanish wood sculptors whose
works quite overshadow the oeuvre of Rodrigo Aleman.
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The final panel in the series, and perhaps the last that Master Rodrigo
sculpted for Toledo, is surely one of the best (plate 54, p. 143). It shows
the surrender of Granada itself, on January 2, 1492, and occupies a
position of honor in the choir, just to the right of the Archbishop's
throne. Clearly, special care was taken in its creation. The panel is domi-
nated by a sweeping cityscape, as if seen from a hill overlooking the town.
Granada covers a hillside flanking the Alhambra, whose three cylin-
drical towers can be seen at a distance on the right. Refugees fleeing
Christian victories over the centuries had swelled the city's population,
and Granada is shown spilled out of its double walls, with suburbs on
the left. In the portal of the city stands a figure, perhaps a heavily veiled
woman. If so, that would be the Sultana Aixa, Boabdil's mother, who
played a role in the intrigues that marked the last years of the Nasrid
dynasty. Lest too much be read into this sculpture, however, it may
simply represent a Muslim with a long beard, an artistic element in the
design. The other figures are more easily identified. On the right, leading
the Christian host, is Ferdinand with Isabella to his left. Genuflecting
before them is Boabdil, handing over the key to the Alhambra and
authority over his kingdom. Here we see the culmination of centuries
of struggle within the Iberian Peninsula. Islamic overlordship ended in
Spain with this episode, and, as the choir stalls of Toledo clearly attest,
the momentous nature of these events was keenly appreciated at that time,
and widely celebrated.
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