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Sacred in Secular: Sculpture at the 
Romanesque Palaces of Estella and Huesca

Therese Martin

Civil architecture, perhaps even more than churches, can be extremely revealing about the 
purposes of decorative art for the medieval patron. The historiated capitals chosen for the 
twelfth-century royal palaces at Huesca (Aragón) and Estella (Navarra) provide us with two 
instances in which we can recognize ornamentation specifically designed to make a statement 
about the patron. At these residences, I suggest that we can read the ruler’s interest in imag-
ery that was public and private, sacred and secular. For the Middle Ages, it is anachronistic 
to separate these pairs of terms, for private/public and secular/sacred are not opposed ideas 
but rather points along a continuum. These concepts were interwoven, as the example of civil 
architecture demonstrates. Although the nature of a medieval church often guaranteed its 
survival, palaces were generally converted to other uses through the centuries; few palaces, 
therefore, have come down to us in a complete state of preservation. Taken together, however, 
the royal residences at Huesca and Estella provide complementary views that allow us to begin 
to construct an understanding of Romanesque palaces in Spain. 1  I have chosen to juxtapose 
these two structures because my re-examination of their individual historical contexts leads 
me to suggest new dating for both of them to the decade of the 1160s. At Estella, only the exte-
rior of the palace survives, showing us the accessible face that was directed out toward the 
townspeople. By contrast, at Huesca the remaining decoration is in the intimate interior of the 
palatine chapel, designed for the elite audience of the royal court. In setting they are also dif-
ferent: the Estella palace was newly built in the center of town, directly on the busy road that 
led to Santiago de Compostela, whereas the Huesca palace reused an older seat of power on a 
hilltop, one removed from the hurly-burly of commerce in the settlement below. Divergent as 
well are the types of city. Estella was under the sovereignty of the king alone, while Huesca was 
an episcopal see with a second locus of power in the cathedral. Both palaces were built under 
rulers who came to the throne in a time of instability after Alfonso el Batallador of Aragón died 

1 This essay forms part of my larger study on medieval Spanish palaces. I am grateful for the support provided 
by the University of Arizona during my 2006–2007 sabbatical and by grants from the Society of Architectural Histori-
ans (Edilia and François-Auguste de Montêquin Senior Fellowship in Iberian and Latin American Architecture) and 
the Program for Cultural Cooperation between Spain’s Ministry of Culture and U.S. Universities. I would also like to 
express my gratitude to the anonymous reviewer for the close reading and helpful suggestions given to my essay.
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in 1134 without a direct descendant; these very different structures provide case studies that 
allow us to examine the deliberate artistic choices made by royal patrons as they responded to 
the individual political situations of their lands. 2 

Huesca, in the kingdom of Aragón, had been a Muslim city for almost four hundred years 
before it was taken by the Christians at the battle of Alcoraz in 1096. The new rulers consecrated 
the great mosque as a cathedral, and they continued to use the converted Islamic building for 
nearly two centuries before it was torn down and a Gothic-style cathedral built in its place. 3  
Although many generations of Christian rulers were content to worship in the reused mosque, 
the palace in which they resided followed a different fate. The first Christian kings lived in the 
former Muslim governor’s palace in the northernmost part of the town overlooking a hillside 
down to the river. 4  We can imagine that occupying the residence of the defeated Muslim ruler 
served at first as a sign of Christian triumph. But within sixty years, the former Muslim palace 
was torn down and a new Romanesque-style palace was built on the same site (figs. 52 and 53). 5  
In this essay, I will argue that the new palace was built under Queen Petronila (d. 1173) to make 
manifest her support for her young son’s right to rule.

The palace at Huesca has suffered significant transformation since its construction in the 
twelfth century. 6  Segments of the palace formed part of the city’s university from the founda-
tion of the latter in 1354 until it closed in 1845, although what remains now of the palace was 
maintained as separate royal space until the nineteenth century; today it serves as a location for 
temporary exhibitions at the Museo Arqueológico Provincial of Huesca. 7  Of the four surviving 

2 For Alfonso I el Batallador, see W. C. Stalls, Possessing the Land: Aragon’s Expansion into Islam’s Ebro Frontier 
under Alfonso the Battler, 1104–1134 (Leiden, 1995); J. A. Lema Pueyo, Instituciones políticas del reinado de Alfonso I el 
Batallador, rey de Aragón y Pamplona (1104–1134) (Bilbao, 1997).

3 E. Carrero Santamaría, “De mezquita a catedral: La seo de Huesca y sus alrededores entre los siglos XI y XV,” 
in Catedral y ciudad medieval en la Península Ibérica, ed. E. Carrero and D. Rico (Murcia, 2005), 35–75.

4 Documents related to this site are published in F. D. de Aynsa, Fundación, excelencias, grandezas y cosas 
memorables de la antiquísima ciudad de Huesca (Huesca, 1619); R. del Arco, “Estancias reales en Huesca durante la 
Edad Media,” Revista de historia y de genealogía española 3/3 (1914): 320–52, and idem, “Huesca en el siglo XII,” in Actas 
del II congreso de historia de la Corona de Aragón (Huesca, 1920), 351–86; F. Balaguer, “Notas documentales sobre los 
mozárabes oscenses,” Estudios de edad media de la Corona de Aragón 2 (1946): 397–416.

5 J. F. Utrilla Utrilla, “La Zuda de Huesca y el Monasterio de Montearagón,” in Homenaje a Don José María 
Lacarra, (Zaragoza, 1977), 1: 285–306.

6 I am grateful to the staffs of the Museo Arqueológico Provincial de Huesca and the Instituto de Estudios 
Altoaragoneses for the help they offered in my research of Huesca palace.

7 See del Arco, “Estancias reales,” 323; C. Guitart Aparicio, Castillos de Aragón, vol. 1, Desde el siglo IX hasta el 
segundo cuarto del XIII (Zaragoza, 1976), 146–54. Quoting Aynsa, Cosas memorables, 22, Guitart traces the changing 
fortunes of the palace in the early modern period, (151): “Estos reyes (de Aragón) vivían en el palacio que hoy se dice 
del Rey, que los moros llamaron la Azuda. Es todo de piedra bien labrada y muestra bien haber sido Casa Real, así por 
su grande fuerza como por los arcos, torres, columnas, capiteles con figuras de medio relieve, almenas, pinturas y 
otras cosas que conforme a los edificios de aquellos tiempos, dan testimonio del lustre y suntuosidad que éste tenía. 
. . . Del cual palacio ha hecho merced la majestad del rey don Felipe III a esta Sertoriana Universidad para ampliación 
della en 21 de junio de 1611, exceptuada la torre dél, que se ha reservado S. M. para memoria de tan famosa anti-
güedad.” To Felipe III, then, we owe the preservation of the capitals in the chapel. None of the “paintings and other 
things” that would have completed the decoration of this royal residence survived its centuries of use by the univer-
sity. Guitart published a groundplan of the surviving chambers of the palace and an elevation of the two rooms in 
the tower, the Sala de la Campana and the chapel (Sala de Petronila). I have modified his groundplan here (see fig. 3) 
to include the spiral staircase that leads from the west end of the chapel out onto a tribune and up to the roof, along 
with correcting the placement of various windows and doors. See also J. L. Aramendía, El románico en Aragón, vol. 4, 
Cuencas del Isuela y Gállego (Zaragoza, 2002), 48–54; E. McKiernan Gonzalez, “The Persistence of the Romanesque in 
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Fig. 52: Huesca palace, west façade, (c. 1162) (photo: author)

Fig. 53: Huesca palace, great hall, (c. 1162) (photo: author)
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palatine rooms — a great hall with a separate chamber to the south (both of which were origi-
nally divided into two stories), and the chapel and lower room of the tower — only the chapel 
preserves elements of its original decoration (fig. 54). This palace has received little attention 
from art historians, despite the fact that a well known tradition fixed on the ground floor of the 
tower as the locus for the legendary executions known as the Campana, or Bell, of Huesca (fig. 
55). Written down c.1370 in the Chronicle of San Juan de la Peña, this tale comes from the brief 
reign of Ramiro II (discussed below). 8  The nobility attempted to rise up against the king, think-
ing that this former cleric would not have the strength to keep them down, as his predecessor 
and brother, Alfonso el Batallador, had done. Ramiro sent to his old monastic teacher for advice 
on how to deal with the rebellious magnates, and he received the following response:

[The monk] led the messenger into a garden where there were many cabbage stalks. Wield-
ing a small knife and reading the letter [from the king], he cut down all of the larger cab-
bages in the garden, so that only the smaller ones remained. He then told the messenger, 
“Go to my lord the king and tell him what you have seen, for I will not give you any other 
answer.” . . . After the messenger told [the king] what he had seen, . . . the king interpreted the 
message to himself as follows: the garden might be his realm, and the cabbages the people 
of his kingdom, and that some chopping was necessary in order to grow good cabbages. 9 

The tale continues with Ramiro II summoning the nobility to Huesca.

The king spread the rumor that he wished . . . to cast a bell in Huesca . . . so that its sound 
would reach to all parts of his kingdom. When the nobles and knights arrived, he ordered 
them to be called to council individually, one after the other. When they entered this room, 
he ordered those inside to be beheaded immediately. In this fashion, twelve knights and 
nobles were beheaded before the king dined. In truth, he would have beheaded all the 
other nobles and knights, except that those who were outside somehow found out what 
was happening, and fled. 10 

the Kingdom of Aragón,” in Church, State, Vellum, and Stone: Essays on Medieval Spain in Honor of John Williams, ed. T. 
Martin and J. A. Harris (Leiden, 2005), 452–88.

8 The edition used here is The Chronicle of San Juan de la Peña: A Fourteenth-century Official History of the Crown 
of Aragon, ed. L. H. Nelson (Philadelphia, 1991), 34–35. See also Crónica de San Juan de la Peña, ed. A. Ubieto Arteta 
(Valencia, 1961).

9 This account is borrowed from Herodotus’ history of tyrants: “[Periander] sent an agent to Thrasybulus to 
ask what was the safest kind of government for him to establish, which would allow him to manage the state best. 
Thrasybulus took the man sent by Periander out of the city and into a field where there were crops growing. As he 
walked through the grain, he kept questioning the messenger and getting him to repeat over and over again what he 
had come from Corinth to ask. Meanwhile, every time he saw an ear of grain standing higher than the rest, he broke 
it off and threw it away, and he went on doing this until he had destroyed the choicest, tallest stems in the crop. After 
this walk across the field, Thrasybulus sent Periander’s man back home, without having offered him any advice. 
When the man got back to Corinth, Periander was eager to hear Thrasybulus’ recommendations, but the agent said 
that he had not made any at all. In fact, he said, he was surprised that Periander had sent him to a man of that kind — a 
lunatic who destroyed his own property — and he described what he had seen Thrasybulus doing. Periander, however, 
understood Thrasybulus’ actions. He realized that he had been advising him to kill outstanding citizens, and from 
then on he treated his people with unremitting brutality”: Herodotus, The Histories, 5.92, trans. R. Waterfield (Oxford, 
1998), 340–41. I am grateful to Eleni Hasaki for helping me to locate this reference. See also J. M. Romeo Pallás, “Dos 
legendarios antecedentes clásicos de la Campana de Huesca,” Aragón en la Edad Media: Estudios de economía y socie-
dad 8 (1989): 557–60.

10 Chronicle of San Juan de la Peña, ed. Nelson, 34–35.
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Fig. 54: Huesca palace, plan: left, ground floor; right, upper story (T. Martin after C. Guitart)

Fig. 55: Huesca palace, lower room of tower (“Sala de la Campana”) (c. 1162) (photo: author)
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Elaborated more than two centuries after Ramiro’s reign, this story is often dismissed as fab-
rication, despite the brief statement in the early thirteenth-century Anales Toledanos that “the 
powerful men were killed in Huesca in 1136,” as Antonio Ubieto Arteta has pointed out. 11  He 
argues convincingly that the event that forms the core of the Legend of the Bell did take place; 
that is, that Ramiro II executed some of the upper nobility in 1136. Ubieto cites textual evidence 
of an uprising in 1135, then traces the disappearance of several members of the nobility. He is 
able to show that an unusual number of lords were “replaced,” never to appear again in written 
records, just at the time that Ramiro II solidified his hold on the throne, and prepared to pass it 
on to his newborn heir Petronila and her betrothed, Ramón Berenguer IV of Barcelona. Whether 
tradition is indeed correct in locating the murders in this room can begin to be answered only 
once the physical space, not just the historical event, is investigated. Although the sculptural 
style in the room above this indicates that the upper space had a single phase of construction 
and a mid-century date, the ground-floor room was clearly built in two phases. 12  The heavy 
masonry of the walls beneath window level contrasts with the rib vaulting that criss-crosses 
the ceiling (figs. 56a and b). These two views of the structure demonstrate that the lower half 
of the room was re-used from an earlier phase of construction, that of the Islamic governor’s 
palace. The masonry breaks in this section, together with the continuous coursing of the ashlar 
stonework throughout the rest of the palace (see fig. 56 b, right side of tower), suggest to me that 
this pre-existing room was newly vaulted when the space above and the remainder of the pal-
ace were built in the 1160s. Although it is indeed probable that this lower room existed, albeit 
with a different covering, during Ramiro II’s reign, nothing beyond its tenebrous appearance 
links the space to the killings. I consider it unlikely that this room was preserved to memori-
alize the site of a massacre. While there may have been a symbolic factor in its preservation 
that maintained the memory of the defeated Muslim ruler, I think that the primary purpose 
for retaining the lower room was practicality. It would have made sense to reuse the well-built 
foundations for the new tower, the upper floor of which held the Christian chapel.

The room above the “Sala de la Campana” is now known as the Sala, or Hall, of Petronila, 
leading to brief references in the literature as though it were a secular space, but the layout 
reveals its original use as the palace chapel (fig. 57; see fig. 54, right). 13  Balancing the semicircu-
lar apse to the east, on the west a staircase once led out to an exterior tribune and up to a third 
story or wall-walk. The presence of mason’s marks identical to those in all spaces except the 
lower room of the tower confirms that this staircase was part of the original twelfth-century 
design. A restoration in the mid-1970s included roofing the chapel, which had fallen into ruins 
after a period of use as part of the provincial library in the early twentieth century. Surviving 
architectural elements indicate that the chapel was originally likely to have been covered by a 

11 A. Ubieto Arteta, “La campana de Huesca,” Revista de Filología Española 35 (1951): 29–61. A fragmentary thir-A fragmentary thir-
teenth-century chronicle by Ibn Idari also records that Ramiro II executed some of his magnates in 1136, giving the 
reason that they had broken his truce with Abu Bakr Yahya, the governor of Valencia and Murcia: Ibn Idari, Al-Bayan 
Al-Mugrib, Nuevos fragmentos almorávides y almohades, trans. A. Huici Miranda (Valencia, 1963), 209–11.

12 The subterranean appearance of this space is misleading: although one descends into it by a staircase from 
the main hall of the palace, this is due simply to the changing topography of the hilltop site, not because this room 
is underground.

13 The earliest reference to a palace chapel is from 1195 when Alfonso II placed it under the authority of the 
monastery of Montearagón, the burial place of Alfonso el Batallador. By this date, the chapel was dedicated to St. 
Nicholas (“capellam meam S. Nicolai sitam in palatio meo Oscae”: Archivo de Montearagón, perg. B, no. 4).
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Fig. 56 a, b: Huesca palace, lower room of tower (“Sala de la Campana”), interior of north wall and 
exterior of west wall showing breaks in masonry (c. 1162) (photo: author)

pointed barrel vault and divided into two bays by transverse arches, with a ribbed semidome 
over the apse. 14  The thorough cleaning revealed the original stonework with its mason’s marks, 
permitting a closer look at the engaged columns and finely worked historiated capitals, some 
of which still preserve traces of paint (fig. 58). The highly plastic quality of the vegetal abaci 
contrasts sharply with the nearly scribal technique of incising the pleated drapery on the com-
pact figures, indicating the presence of at least two sculptors in the workshop that produced 
this building.

The austerity of the decoration comes into sharp contrast if we examine perhaps the most 
celebrated of all medieval palace chapels, the Cappella Palatina in Palermo (capital of the Nor-
man kingdom of Sicily). The Palermitan example provides a near-contemporary precedent for 
the Huesca palace chapel, if on a scale of magnificence undreamed of by rulers in Christian 
Spain. Although the dates for the decoration of the Cappella Palatina are debated, it is gener-
ally agreed that the structure itself was in place by the 1140s under the patronage of Roger II 

14 This type of covering was common in Aragón in the second half of the twelfth century, as we see for example 
in Huesca itself in the extended bay of the apse of the church of San Miguel. For an even closer parallel, both architec-
turally and sculpturally, see the tiny rural church of San Gil de Luna (see note 32). For a discussion of the long-lived 
Romanesque style in Aragón, see McKiernan Gonzalez, “The Persistence of the Romanesque,” esp. 444–48.
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Fig. 57: Huesca palace, chapel (“Sala de Petronila”), south and east walls (c. 1162) (photo: author)

Fig. 58: Huesca palace, chapel, Annunciation and Visitation (c. 1162) (photo: author)
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(1130–1154). 15  As Slobodan Ćurčić and William Tronzo have shown, the Cappella Palatina was 
a complex, subdivided space that served multiple purposes for the rulers of Palermo, with the 
east end functioning as the liturgical area while the nave and aisles were more secular, acting 
as a sort of royal ceremonial hall that culminated with the king’s throne at the west end. 16  The 
Huesca palace chapel, owing to its humbler dimensions and undivided space, was unlikely to 
have functioned in such a dual way, but it does to a degree share one morphological similarity 
with the Cappella Palatina, that of a two-story elevation in which the chapel is raised above 
a lower room from which it is separate visually and physically. 17  That is, unlike palatine cha-
pels such as the Carolingian example at Aachen built c. 800 under Charlemagne, ultimately 
inspired by the Byzantine model of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople in which the ruler viewed, 
from his throne in an upper storey, the liturgy at ground level, the Romanesque chapels in Pal-
ermo and Huesca have completely separate upper and lower stories. The design of the Huesca 
chapel recalls also a peninsular precedent: the palace built by the Asturian king Ramiro I in 
the first half of the ninth century outside Oviedo, arranged in two superimposed barrel-vaulted 
spaces. 18  The model of two separate stories would later be followed in the well-known Sainte-
Chapelle in Paris, dedicated in 1248 by Louis IX. Ćurčić explained the significance of the two-
story arrangement at Palermo as an emphasis on the elevated position of the ruler above his 
people. 19  The organization of the chapel’s physical space underlined the ruler’s authority, as did 
the iconographic choices that decorated the interior.

Roger II’s incorporation of decorative vocabulary that situated him as ruler of both Chris-
tians and Muslims — in the Byzantine mosaics 20  and the wooden muqarnas ceiling — stands in 
stark contrast to the palace in Huesca, where the pre-existing Islamic palace was all but razed 

15 There is a significant bibliography on the Cappella Palatina, much of which can be found in W. Tronzo, The 
Cultures of his Kingdom: Roger II and the Cappella Palatina in Palermo (Princeton, 1997). Scholars have addressed 
various aspects of this site, from the Byzantine mosaics to the church furnishings to the Islamic painted muqarnas 
ceiling. Tronzo’s work is the first to undertake a study of the building and its decoration as a unified whole.

16 Tronzo, Cultures of his Kingdom; S. Ćurčić, “Some Palatine Aspects of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo,” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 41 (Studies on Art and Archaeology in Honor of Ernst Kitzinger on his Seventieth Birthday) 
(1987): 125–44, esp. 140–41.

17 The arrangement of access between the two stories in Huesca and Palermo is not identical: in the latter, two 
staircases lead from the north and south aisles into the lower story (see Tronzo, Cultures of his Kingdom, 23–26), while 
at Huesca two separate sets of stairs in the thickness of the south wall of the chapel lead from different doors up from 
the main hall into the chapel and down from the main hall into the chamber below.

18 For the Asturian palace outside Oviedo, later consecrated as Santa María del Naranco, see S. Noack-Haley 
and A. Arbeiter, Asturische Königsbauten des 9. Jahrhunderts: die Kirchen San Miguel de Liño, Santa Cristina de Lena, 
San Salvador de Valdediós und das Belvedere am Naranco in Aufnahmen und Untersuchungen des Deutschen Archäolo-
gischen Instituts Madrid (Mainz am Rhein, 1994) and the studies by L. Arias, especially Palacio de Santa María de 
Naranco: estudio planimétrico y de proporciones (Candás, 1990), and Santa María de Naranco y San Miguel de Liño 
(Gijón, 1996).

19 Ćurčić, “Some Palatine Aspects,” 139–43.
20 In terms of iconography, the Huesca chapel can hardly be compared to the Cappella Palatina, despite some 

minor overlap in imagery. In the high-quality mosaics at Palermo, scenes from the Infancy cycle (Nativity with the 
Magi and Annunciation to the Shepherds, Joseph’s Dream with the Flight into Egypt) are present in the south tran-
sept, preceded by the Annunciation and concluded by the Presentation at the Temple on the east and west sides of 
the crossing. These scenes make up only a small part of the overall decorative program, which includes numerous Old 
and New Testament images, along with figures of saints and angels. For a close examination of the mosaics, see the 
many studies by E. Kitzinger, especially “The Mosaics of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo: An Essay on the Choice and 
Arrangement of Subjects,” Art Bulletin 31 (1949): 269–92.
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to make way for a palace exclusively Christian in decorative vocabulary. 21  At Huesca palace, 
the chapel preserves only sculpted capitals, and the evidence of the stonework indicates that 
the walls were at most whitewashed, for the masonry is not pitted to receive the heavy plaster 
necessary for elaborate mural paintings. The Huesca chapel would never have reached the level 
of luxury found in the Palermitan example, nor was it intended to. While the decoration in Pal-
ermo was modeled on imperial and Islamic palaces, the decorative vocabulary used in Huesca 
followed typical ecclesiastical trends of its day. However, in the choice of specific scenes and in 
the manner of illustrating them on the capitals, we may be able to recognize the patron’s inten-
tions for the Huesca palatine chapel.

While a primarily secular function for the “Sala de Petronila” can be rejected — the great 
hall from which the chapel is accessed would have served that purpose — I think that the tra-
ditional connection with Petronila is indeed correct. This princess of Aragón (1136–1173) owed 
her existence to the complicated political situation created by her uncle, Alfonso el Batallador. 22  
When he died in 1134 without an heir (and with a highly problematic will leaving his kingdom 
to the Orders of the Templars, the Holy Sepulchre, and the Hospitalers), 23  the magnates chose 
his brother Ramiro as the next king. Ramiro had just been elected to the see of Roda-Barbastro 
in August of 1134 and, according to Ubieto Arteta, was awaiting his consecration as bishop 
when his brother died that September. 24  Ramiro II “el Monje” was taken out of the church by 
the lords of Aragón and, in November 1135, married to Inés of Poitou. She was chosen not only 
for her family connections, 25  but especially for her proven fertility: she was a widow with three 
sons. With Ramiro, she had a daughter. Following Petronila’s birth on 11 August 1136, Inés 
appears in the documentation only until October of that year. 26  Ramiro and Inés separated 

21 Roger II’s first marriage c. 1117 was to Elvira of León-Castilla. She was the half-sister of the reigning queen 
Urraca, who presumably played a role in the arrangement of this marriage. Urraca and Elvira were daughters of the 
great king Alfonso VI. It would be tempting to see the hand of the Spanish princess Elvira as the link by which we can 
account for the presence of Islamic decorations in the Cappella Palatina, but her death in 1135 makes that unlikely. 
Perhaps we can at least suggest that she brought with her to Sicily a sensibility open to the appreciation of Islamic 
decorative vocabulary, particularly in the setting of a palace chapel, as she would have seen in the use of polylobed 
arches at her family’s church of San Isidoro in León. For a discussion of the polylobes, see T. Martin, “The Art of a 
Reigning Queen as Dynastic Propaganda in Twelfth-Century Spain,” Speculum 80 (2005), 1134–71, esp. 1149–56.

22 W. C. Stalls, “Queenship and the Royal Patrimony in Twelfth-Century Iberia: The Example of Petronilla of 
Aragon,” in Queens, Regents and Potentates ed. T. M. Vann (Dallas, 1993), 49–60; V. Márquez de la Plata and L. Valero 
de Bernabé, Reinas medievales españolas (Madrid, 2000), 135–47; J. Bassegoda Nonell, “La Reina Petronila en la cate-
dral de Barcelona,” in El món urbá a la Corona d’Aragó del 1137 als decrets de nova planta (XVII Congrés d’História de la 
Corona d’Aragó, Barcelona i Lleida, 2000) (Barcelona, 2003), 73–79.

23 For the thorny questions involved with this will, see J. M. Lacarra, “Alfonso el Casto, rey de Aragón y conde 
de Barcelona,” in VII Congreso de Historia de la Corona de Aragón, 1–6 October 1962, (Barcelona, 1962), 1: 95–120, esp. 
98–99; E. Lourie, “The Will of Alfonso I, ‘El Batallador,’ King of Aragon and Navarre: A Reassessment,” Speculum 50 
(1975): 635–51 (repr. in Crusade and Colonisation, Aldershot, 1990); A.J. Forey, “The Will of Alfonso I of Aragon and 
Navarre,” Durham University Journal n.s. 42 (1980): 59–65; E. Lourie, “The Will of Alfonso I of Aragon and Navarre: A 
Reply to Dr. Forey,” Durham University Journal n.s. 46 (1984–1985): 165–72.

24 A. Ubieto Arteta, Los esponsales de la reina Petronila y la creación de la Corona de Aragón (Zaragoza, 1987), 30.
25 Pedro I of Aragón, eldest brother of Ramiro and Alfonso, had married Inés’ aunt, also called Inés of Poitou.
26 Ubieto Arteta, Los esponsales, 60. After October 1136, Inés makes no appearance in the written record for five 

years, at which point we find her at Fontevraud. She died there around 1159. See also S. deVajay, “Ramire le moine, roi 
d’Aragón, et Agnés de Poitou dans la histoire et dans la légende,” in Mélanges offerts á René Crozet a l’occasion de son 
soixante-dixième anniversaire, ed. P. Gallais and Y.-J. Riou (Poitiers, 1966), 2: 727–50.
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at that time, presumably because of the pope’s negative reaction to the marriage of a former 
priest, whose vows were meant to be unbreakable. Ramiro then returned to religious life, per-
haps also as an act of contrition for the 1136 murders for, after Petronila’s first birthday in 1137, 
the once powerful bishop-elect and king played no further role in politics. For the rest of his 
life Ramiro lived mainly at the monastery of San Pedro el Viejo in Huesca, where he was buried 
twenty years later. At the age of one, Petronila was declared queen of Aragón and betrothed to 
Ramón Berenguer IV, count of Barcelona (r. 1131–1162). She was brought up to be his wife, and 
they married in 1150 when Petronila reached majority at the age of fourteen.

Although she was nominally queen to her husband’s title of count of Barcelona and prince 
of Aragón (for her father Ramiro reserved to himself the title of king throughout his lifetime), 
Petronila appears to have wielded little real power during Ramón Berenguer’s reign. 27  Their 
son Alfonso II, born in Huesca around 1157, inherited the territories of both his parents to rule 
as the first king of the joint Crown of Aragón. 28  Ramón Berenguer died while traveling near 
Turin, in August 1162, and the political situation in his lands was thrown into an upheaval. In 
response, a great council was called in October (by the queen?), at which Ramón Berenguer’s 
will was read and sworn to be upheld by some thirty secular and ecclesiastical lords. The loca-
tion chosen for this historic gathering was not Barcelona, capital of Ramón Berenguer’s county, 
but Huesca, birthplace of Petronila and of her son, a city laden with symbolic meaning as the 
hereditary capital of the kingdom. It was in Huesca that the boy-king Alfonso II began his rule. 
Two years after her husband’s death, Petronila solidified her seven-year-old son’s place on the 
throne by renouncing her own privileges as queen. Unlike Urraca, her near contemporary who 
ruled 1109–1126 over León-Castilla, Petronila acted more as a queen consort than the reigning 
queen she in fact was. 29  Instead of asserting her own rights, Petronila safeguarded her son and 
guaranteed that her line would rule after her. On her deathbed in 1173, the Aragonese queen 
dictated a most brief will, which says little more than that “she relinquished to the lord Alfonso, 
her son, all of her entire kingdom of Aragón.” 30  Three months later, Alfonso, now sixteen, mar-

27 Stalls, “Queenship and the Royal Patrimony.” See, for example, the charters of her husband’s reign in which 
Petronila’s participation was merely as signatory, published in F. Miquel Rosell, ed., Liber Feudorum Maior: Cartulario 
real que se conserva en el Archivo de la Corona de Aragón, 2 vols. (Barcelona, 1945–1947).

28 Ubieto Arteta, Los esponsales, 73. He was one of five children born to Petronila and Ramón Berenguer. See 
also idem, “De nuevo sobre el nacimiento de Alfonso II de Aragón,” Estudios de la Edad Media de la Corona de Aragón 6 
(1956): 203–9. There is an extensive bibliography on Alfonso II. See, among others, J. Caruana Gómez de Barreda, “Iti-
nerario de Alfonso II de Aragón,” Estudios de edad media de la Corona de Aragón 7 (1962): 73–226; A. I. Sánchez Casa-
bón, Alfonso II rey de Aragón, conde de Barcelona y marqués de Provenza: Documentos (1162–1196) (Zaragoza, 1995).

29 For reigning queens in Spain, see M. V. Gómez Mampaso, “La mujer y la sucesión al trono,” in Nuevas perpecti-
vas sobre la mujer: Actas de las primeras jornadas de investigación interdisciplinaria (Madrid, 1982), 127–35; B. F. Reilly, 
The Kingdom of León-Castilla under Queen Urraca 1109–1126 (Princeton, 1982; also published by the Library of Ibe-
rian Resources Online (LIBRO) at http://libro.uca.edu/urraca/urraca.htm.); C. Segura Graíño, “Participacion de las 
mujeres en el poder politico,” Anuario de Estudios Medievales 25 (1995), 449–62; M. J. Fuente, Reinas medievales en los 
reinos hispánicos (Madrid, 2003); T. Martin, “De ‘gran prudencia, graciosa habla y elocuencia’ a ‘mujer de poco juicio 
y ruin opinion’: Recuperando la historia perdida de la reina Urraca (1109–1126),” Compostellanum 50 (2005): 551–78, 
and eadem, Queen as King: Politics and Architectural Propaganda in Twelfth-Century Spain (Leiden, 2006); C. Garcia, 
“Le pouvoir d’une reine: L’image d’Urraque Ière (1109–1126) dans les Crónicas anónimas de Sahagún,” e-Spania (Revista 
electrónica de estudios medievales hispánicos, www.e-spania.paris-sorbonne.fr) 1 (2006), 22 pages, M.C. Pallares and 
E. Portela, La reina Urraca (San Sebastián, 2006).

30 Liber Feudorum Maior, 1.18 (25): “Concessit domino Ildefonso, filio suo, regi Aragonensi, omne suum regnum 
Aragonis integriter.”
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ried Sancha of Castilla. At the same time, he was knighted, and so he entered legally and fully 
into the rulership of his lands. Petronila had been successful in her struggle to set her son 
securely on the throne. 31 

It is my contention that, in addition to the queen’s renunciation of her rights, Petronila 
built a new palace in the symbolically freighted city of Huesca in an effort to stabilize Alfonso 
II’s precarious position in the early years of his reign. The sculptural decoration of the chapel 
has curious deviations from orthodox iconography, which seem to indicate that Petronila, pre-
sumably with an adviser, conceived of the program in 1162 when she was left alone to protect 
her young son. The imagery may have been intended to recall for its courtly viewers their youth-
ful king and to support his rights against other pretenders to the throne.

In the chapel, nine of the twelve surviving historiated capitals are taken from the Infancy 
cycle. 32  Within this cycle, I am struck by imagery that does not fit the standard iconography, 
such as the Massacre of the Innocents, carried out across two capitals with scenes that focus on 
the death of children. 33  In the first, a towered and crenellated city gate on the left provides the 
location for the terrible actions (figs. 59a and b). Piled up inside its open entrance are multiple lit-
tle beheaded bodies. On the right, a soldier dangles a baby upside down from his left hand while 
slicing into him with the sword in his right. The curving limpness of the baby’s arms make his 
death patent. On the second capital, the focus is on the grieving mothers (fig. 60). A soldier on 
the left reaches out to drag an infant from his mother’s arms as she tries in vain to protect him. 
The artist deftly used the parallel positions of child and sword, diagonals across the capital, to 
foretell the baby’s inevitable fate. The mother holding her child forms the corner of this capital, 
while a second woman at the right raises her hands to her face in a classical gesture of mourn-
ing. The emphasis on mothers and children leads me to consider whether Petronila might have 
wanted to draw a parallel between the biblical figures who executed infants and contemporary 

31 I wonder if a fragile state of health might have been a factor that contributed to her decision to give up her 
rights in favor of her son. When Petronila died in 1173, she was only 36, an age that would not surprise us if she had died 
in childbirth, but there is no evidence that she formed another sentimental alliance after Ramón Berenguer’s death 
eleven years prior. The first of only three documents that we have for Petronila was a preliminary will drawn up in 1152 
when, at age 16, she describes herself as “lying and suffering in childbirth.” She feared that she was in danger of dying, 
and, in fact, the infant to whom this document refers did not survive. Her determination was that if the child were a 
son, he should inherit from her the kingdom of Aragón after the death of her husband. But if Petronila were to give birth 
to a daughter, she merely charged her husband to “marry her off with honor and riches,” and then the kingdom would be 
fully and legitimately Ramón Berenguer’s, a curious disposition for this daughter and heir to have made. The second of 
Petronila’s documents is the 1164 renunciation of her privileges as queen, and the third is her most brief final testament 
in 1173. This is a very poor showing for a medieval queen. See Ubieto Arteta, Los esponsales, 104.

32 These high-quality capitals have received remarkably little scholarly attention. For an iconographic study, 
see J. C. Escó Sampériz, “Iconografía de los capiteles de la sala de Doña Petronila del Palacio Real de Huesca,” Argen-
sola: Revista de Ciencias Sociales del Instituto de Estudios Altoaragoneses 87 (1979): 159–86. J. Gudiol Ricart and J. A. 
Gaya Nuño, Ars Hispaniae, vol. 5 (Madrid, 1950), 159, noted the similarities between these capitals and those of San 
Gil de Luna (Huesca), suggesting that they are by the same workshop. I agree with this hypothesis, which has recently 
been developed more fully by J. L. García Lloret in the section of his 2001 dissertation dedicated to San Gil de Luna, 
summarized in La escultura románica del Maestro de San Juan de la Peña (Zaragoza, 2005), 71–98, 315–18.

33 One of the best known representations of the Massacre of the Innocents can be found in the Ottonian Codex 
Egberti (Stadtbibliothek, Trier), in which the entire sequence takes place in one scene (fol. 15v). At left, Herod com-
mands the soldiers to dispatch the babies, whose piled-up bodies are the central focus, while at the right, grieving 
mothers in front of a city make classical gestures of mourning. For closer parallels to Huesca in material and chrono-For closer parallels to Huesca in material and chrono-
logy, see M. J. Quintana de Uña, “Los ciclos de Infancia en la escultura monumental románica de Navarra,” Príncipe de 
Viana 48 (1987): 269–97 and E. Aragonés Estella, La imagen del mal en el románico navarro (Pamplona, 1996).
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Fig. 59 a, b: Huesca palace, chapel, Massacre of the Innocents (c. 1162) (photo: author)

A.

B.
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men who wished to prevent her son from ruling. I consider this a possible reading, given the 
even more unusual Nativity capital, on which the event seems to take place not in the typical 
cave or rude shelter but in a palatial setting, complete with fluted columns and elegant drapery 
(fig. 61). The most striking aspect of this capital is the fact that only the Virgin and Child are 
present. We might even doubt that it is a Nativity scene, were it not for the diminutive heads 
of the ox and the ass off to the left in a raised manger. Mary normally (and logically!) reclines 
after the rigors of childbirth, but here she takes a protective stance by the side of her infant son. 
Joseph, the father figure, has been omitted from this capital, just as Ramón Berenguer IV was 
no longer there to watch over his son until Alfonso II reached his majority. Petronila and, I pre-
sume, her clerical adviser may have chosen to represent Mary in this heroic role as a model for 
the queen to emulate, guarding her son after the death of her husband and guaranteeing for the 
young Alfonso a peaceful succession. It could also have served as a reminder to the court that 
Alfonso II inherited Aragón through his mother’s line.

It was in Huesca that the magnates of Aragón and Barcelona swore allegiance to Alfonso 
II; Huesca, the heart of the kingdom that Petronila ceded to him. I would argue that she under-
lined those momentous events with the creation of this palace. I read the razing of the old 
Islamic palace and the construction of this imposing new residence as Petronila’s vindication 
of the symbolic prestige of her dynastic line, at a moment when the real centers of power in 
the joint Crown were shifting toward Zaragoza and Barcelona. The imagery in the palace cha-
pel was directed at the members of the court, as though their vow to support the young king 

Fig. 60: Huesca palace, chapel, Massacre of the Innocents scene with mothers (c. 1162) (photo: author)
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had been carved in stone. Petronila’s willing sacrifice of her chance to rule after her husband’s 
death was a generous act of abnegation. She could have chosen to reign as queen until her son 
reached majority, as one of her contemporaries, Melisende of Jerusalem, had done. Melisende 
inherited the throne from her father in 1131, and she came into full power at her husband Fulk’s 
death in 1143. 34  Presumably, she was to have served as regent until her son Baldwin III came 
of age two years later. Instead, Melisende refused to give up the throne, ruling for another nine 
years, which led finally to armed conflict with her son. Petronila’s renunciation of her rights 
in favor of her son avoided creating such a difficult political situation. Hers was the heroism of 
sacrifice, in which the good of her son and peace in her realm, rather than personal power, was 

34 For studies of Melisende of Jerusalem, see B. Hamilton, “Women in the Crusader States: The Queens of Jeru-
salem,” in Medieval Women, ed. D. Baker, Studies in Church History, Subsidia 1 (Oxford, 1978), 143–74; H. E. Mayer, 
“Studies in the History of Queen Melisende,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 26 (1972): 95–182, repr. in idem, Probleme des 
lateinischen Königreichs Jerusalem (London, 1983), no. III, idem, “The Succession to Baldwin II of Jerusalem: English 
Impact on the East,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 39 (1985): 139–47, repr. in idem, Kings and Lords in the Latin Kingdom of 
Jerusalem (Aldershot, 1994), and idem, “Angevins versus Normans: The New Men of King Fulk of Jerusalem,” Transac-
tions of the American Philosophical Society 133 (1989): 1–25 (repr. in Kings and Lords); J. Folda, The Art of the Crusaders 
in the Holy Land, 1098–1187 (Cambridge, 1995), esp. 130–59, 166–69, 175–253, and 324–28; S. Lambert, “Queen or Con-
sort: Rulership and Politics in the Latin East, 1118–1228,” in Queens and Queenship in Medieval Europe, ed. A. J. Duggan 
(Woodbridge, 1997), 153–69; D. Gerish, “Shaping the Crown of Gold: Constructions of Royal Identity in the First King-
dom of Jerusalem” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 1999), H. A. Gaudette, “The Piety, Power, and 
Patronage of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem’s Queen Melisande,” (Ph.D. diss., City University of New York, 2005).

Fig. 61: Huesca palace, chapel, Nativity (c. 1162) (photo: author)
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Petronila’s ultimate goal. The Huesca palace, with its thoughtfully manipulated imagery, fur-
thered that goal by serving as a permanent reminder to the members of the court that, young 
as he may have been, Alfonso was born to be king.

Besides issues of patronage, the date I propose for this palace is also supported by stylistic 
comparison with the church of San Gil de Luna in the province of Huesca. 35  Two master sculp-
tors can be recognized at San Gil; the better known worked at a series of sites, the most famous 
of which is the monastery of San Juan de la Peña. 36  The lesser known artist, however, produced 
capitals so nearly identical to those at the palace in Huesca that I consider it likely to have been 
the same sculptor. 37  José Luis García Lloret, in his study of San Gil, brings diverse evidence to 
support his conclusion that the church was built between 1157 and 1170: the patronage of the 
noble Luna family in the period of 1158 to 1177; an 1157 document by Pope Hadrian I placing 
San Gil under the authority of the see of Zaragoza; and San Gil’s consecration in 1168 by Bishop 
Pedro Tarroja of Zaragoza. 38  These dates accord well with the chronology I suggest here for the 
construction of the palace at Huesca around 1162. The sculptor could either have worked at San 
Gil de Luna before being hired to produce the palace chapel capitals, or he could have moved 
on to San Gil after his work for Queen Petronila was completed. San Gil provides a most tell-
ing comparison for the capitals examined here because the Nativity scene, although identical 
in most ways to the capital at Huesca, includes the standard iconographic presence of Joseph. 
At San Gil, there was no overriding need to suppress the father figure in order to underline the 
importance of the mother alone, and so the orthodox representation prevailed.

In the same decade of the 1160s, as I argue, a royal palace was built at Estella in the king-
dom of Navarra, but its construction responded to a very different set of historical circum-
stances. 39  Its modern history has been even less conducive to survival than was Huesca pal-
ace’s use by the university. After the occupation of the Estella palace by the Dukes of Granada 
de Ega in the early modern period, it served in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as 
the city jail, so none of its medieval interiors remain. Three exterior walls and a tower survive, 
with decoration remaining only on the south and east walls (figs. 62 and 63). 40  This royal palace 
was built in the center of town on the high-traffic road that connected the Pyrenees in the east 
to the great pilgrimage destination of Santiago de Compostela in the west. The death of Alfonso 

35 García Lloret, La escultura románica.
36 See P. A. Patton, Pictorial Narrative in the Romanesque Cloister: Cloister Imagery and Religious Life in Medieval 

Spain (New York, 2004); García Lloret, La escultura románica. My thanks to Pamela Patton for her most helpful com-
ments regarding San Gil de Luna.

37 For excellent photos of the capitals at San Gil, see Rutas Románicas por el Altoaragón by Antonio García 
Omedes, www.romanicoaragones.com/4-Cinco%20Villas/990491-LunaSgil.htm.

38 García Lloret, La escultura románica.
39 For a later date based on style without discussion of historical context, see C. Fernández-Ladreda, J. Martínez 

de Aguirre, and C. J. Martínez Alava, El arte románico en Navarra (Pamplona, 2002), 292–93, 317, 362–68, 396. The 
authors (367) point to similarities that link the second Silos workshop (1160s) and the cloister of San Pedro de la Rúa 
in Estella (c.1200) to the palace, and they see the palace capitals as “más tardías e incluso bastante posteriores” than 
the Silos sculpture. Following M. Melero Moneo’s dating of the Hell capital to the beginning of the thirteenth century 
by comparison of its composition with French Gothic examples (La escultura románica en Navarra [Madrid, 1992], 
8:14), Fernández-Ladreda et al. accept the same date for the palace.

40 The Romanesque tower is on the north side, while the south tower, made of brick, is an early modern addi-
tion. I have adapted the groundplan made by the Instituto del Príncipe de Viana to indicate only the known medieval 
walls, which are shown darkened. The interior elevations, which may also be original, are covered by plaster and so 
their date cannot be confirmed at this point.
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el Batallador in 1134 that brought Ramiro II to the throne of Aragón also led to the separation 
of Navarra from Aragón. The magnates of Navarra chose as their king García Ramírez; at his 
death in 1150, García’s son Sancho VI came to the throne, and it is to Sancho’s forty-four-year 
reign that some scholars attribute the construction of the Estella palace. I propose that we can 
narrow the range of dates for this unusual palace to the decade of the 1160s.

Sancho’s long rule lasted until 1194, nearly half a century, and he would come to be known 
as Sancho el Sabio, the Wise, but when he became king around the age of seventeen, he was an 
untried ruler caught between two powerful veterans, Alfonso VII of León-Castilla and Ramón 
Berenguer IV of Aragón. 41  It is remarkable that the tiny kingdom of Navarra survived in this 
period, with Castilla and Aragón closing in around it like a parenthesis, cutting off contact with 
allies to the north and with possible expansion into Muslim lands to the south. To protect him-
self on at least one of the open fronts, Sancho VI followed his father’s lead in pledging himself as 

41 For a study of Sancho’s reign, see J. F. Elizari Huarte, Sancho VI, el Sabio, Rey de Navarra (Pamplona, 1991).

Fig. 62: Estella palace, south façade (c. 1165) (photo: author)
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vassal to Alfonso VII, emperor of León-Castilla, and in marrying one of his daughters. 42  Skill at 
both diplomacy and force carried Sancho through the first decade of his reign, when the tides 
of fortune began to turn in his favor. At Alfonso VII’s death in 1157, his son Fernando II began 
to rule over León, while another son, Sancho III, inherited Castilla. The latter’s reign was embit-
tered by the loss of his wife Blanca in 1157, then cut short by his own death a year later. 43  Their 
son Alfonso VIII came to the throne at just three years of age with neither mother nor father 
to protect him. 44  A child-king in Castilla meant that Sancho el Sabio felt free to release himself 
from his vow as vassal, and in 1162 he began to entitle himself regularly “king of Navarra.” Pre-
viously, the title he and his father had used was “king of the Pamplonans,” which indicated the 

42 In 1153, Sancho married the infanta Sancha, daughter of Alfonso VII and his first wife, Berenguela of Barce-
lona. García Ramirez’s second marriage in 1144 had been to the infanta Urraca, illegitimate daughter of Alfonso VII 
and Guntroda of Asturias.

43 Blanca’s death and Sancho’s loss were commemorated on her tomb, as studied by Elizabeth Valdez del Alamo, 
“Lament for a Lost Queen: The Sarcophagus of Doña Blanca in Nájera,” Art Bulletin 78 (1996): 311–33.

44 The complicated political situation in Castilla was compounded by the powerful Castro and Lara families, 
who fought for the right to bring up Alfonso VIII and to rule during his minority; Fernando II of León, uncle of Alfonso 
VIII, also entered into the dispute.

Fig. 63: Estella palace, plan (T. Martin over Instituto del Príncipe de Viana)
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people over whom they ruled without claiming territorial prerogatives. 45  From 1162 on, Sancho 
el Sabio would use intitulation to declare his right to rule over a region, a sovereign land.

Also in 1162, Ramón Berenguer IV died in Italy, leading to a situation in which minors ruled 
in both Castilla and Aragón. Suddenly, Navarra in the middle was the kingdom in a position 
of power. Sancho el Sabio immediately negotiated a thirteen-year truce with the five-year-old 
king of Aragón, Alfonso II. With his eastern flank safe, Sancho turned his attention to the west 
and fought to take back lands that had been conquered by Castilla. The decade of the 1160s was 
a high point in Sancho el Sabio’s reign, a period of success and optimism in which the construc-
tion of a palace like the one in Estella fits neatly, for one of Sancho’s strategies for strengthening 
his kingdom was to build up its towns. In 1164, he focused on Estella, issuing it an extensive 
fuero, or town charter, which will be discussed below. The following year, the king donated his 
old palace in Estella to the Order of Hospitalers and, as I argue, built the one we see today.

This palace surprises for several reasons. First, its location: we do not expect to find a royal 
palace on a main street in town, so when Sancho gave his old palace to the Hospitalers in 1165, 
we must understand why he chose to build a new one at this location (fig. 64). 46  For example, in 
the episcopal see of Pamplona which served as the capital of the kingdom of Navarra, Sancho’s 
palace was built on a hilltop along the city wall. Its position overlooking the river is reminiscent 
of Huesca palace. Well chosen defensibly, the site of the Pamplonan palace was also a statement 
of rulership within the city in opposition to the cathedral on the other side of town. In Estella, 
however, the crown was the only real power. The old castle, which loomed over the town, was 
held by Sancho’s loyal tenente, and there was no cathedral, no bishop to create an opposing pole 
of authority. Sancho may have felt more free in Estella to establish a new palace in a central 
location that would place him among the people, knowing that he could retreat to the castle in 
times of trouble. He seems to have deliberately chosen a site that would allow the townspeople 
access to him. This brings up the second surprising characteristic of the Estella palace: its open 
design. While palaces are not necessarily fortified (as castles must be), this remarkably acces-
sible building shows a strong disregard for, even a rejection of, a defensive-looking façade. 47  The 

45 A. J. Martín Duque, “Sancho el Sabio y el Fuero de Vitoria,” in Vitoria en la Edad Media (Vitoria, 1982), 3–25, 
dates the last reliable document with Pampilonensium rex to 18 Jan. 1162 (ACP, Lib. Red., fols. 71v-72r) and the first 
with Navarre rex to October of the same year. The author considers apparently earlier uses of this intitulation to be 
later interpolations or falsifications.

46 See J. M. Lacarra, “El combate de Roldán y Ferragut y su representación gráfica en el siglo XII,” Anuario del 
Cuerpo de Archiveros, Bibliotecarios y Arqueólogos 2 (1934): 321–38, esp. 336–37. This thorough study was the first to 
gather together the documentation regarding the palace of Estella, and it is still the best work that has been done 
regarding the Roland capital on the south façade. While noting that the earliest documentation that can be firmly 
connected to this palace is from the thirteenth century, Lacarra postulated that it was built after 1165, when Sancho 
el Sabio gave “illos meos palacios de Estela” to the Hospitalers (published in S. García Larragueta, El gran priorado 
de Navarra de la Orden de San Juan de Jerusalén: Siglos XII-XIII, [Pamplona, 1957], 2: 30). The donation would have 
been the occasion to commission a grand new palace. For the function of the royal palace from the thirteenth to 
the fifteenth centuries, see J. Zabalo Zabalegui, “La administración de las rentas en la Bailía de Estella (1280–1425),” 
Príncipe de Viana 193 (1991): 89–106.

47 See J. Martínez de Aguirre et al., El palacio real de Pamplona (Pamplona, 2004), 103–9, 131. The author sum-The author sum-
marizes the documentary evidence that leads to the identification of the building under discussion as a palace. 
Although most scholars agree that it was originally constructed as a royal residence, for a dissenting point of view see 
R. Crozet, “Recherches sur la sculpture romane en Navarre et en Aragon,” Cahiers de Civilisation Médiévale, 7 (1964): 
313–332, esp. 314.
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powerful tower on the north side, overlooking the river, was offset by the elegant proportions 
and sculptural decoration of the palace’s east and south faces.

Although the south façade is somewhat transformed today, the large openings and lack of 
fortification indicate confidence — no need to barricade one’s self in and one’s subjects out. In 
fact, the arcading at street level speaks of free flow of people, just as did the fuero that Sancho 
gave to Estella in 1164. The east and south façades, those that face directly onto the road that 
heads south across the river then turns west toward Santiago de Compostela, are the most 
highly decorated. At the upper level, the delicate quadruple arches are capped by fairly repeti-
tive vegetal motifs and fantastic hybrid creatures, such as crowned harpies and griffons (fig. 
65). 48  By adding to the ornamental qualities of the palace, these sculptural elements remove 
it from association with other types of secular buildings, such as noble houses or mercantile 

48 On fig. 65, note the R inscribed on the left and right arches to indicate that they have been restored. Of 
the surviving loggia capitals, only the central one in fig. 65 is figural. The front face shows two undifferentiated 
knights fighting with swords, while animals fight on the sides. If this capital is indeed original, it would seem to 
provide evidence that there were once more figural capitals that have been lost. T. Biurrun y Sotil, El arte románico en 
Navarra o las órdenes monacales, sistemas constructivos y monumentos cluniacenses, sanjuanistas, agustinianos, cister-
cienses y templarios (Pamplona, 1936), esp. 343–49, includes photographs taken before the restoration of the palace. 
These show that while the second and fourth capitals of each set of five in the loggia were destroyed when windows 
were installed between the columns, the first, third, and fifth capitals are original. The author noted the similarity 
between the loggia capitals and those in the cloister of San Pedro de la Rúa, built up the hill across the road to the 
south of the palace. Following Biurrun, scholars generally accept that the same workshop participated in both sites, 
although San Pedro de la Rúa continues to be problematic in terms of dating. See G. Boto Varela, Ornamento sin delito: 

Fig. 64: Map of medieval Estella (T. Martin over Vázquez de Parga et al.)
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architecture. The loggia would have provided a place for the king and his court to make appear-
ances to the townspeople. In addition to the sculpture of the loggia, today only two historiated 
capitals survive on the south façade 49  — none is left along the long east wall — but these two 
make clear that Sancho was astute both politically and iconographically. My study seeks to 
situate these capitals within their original setting, both historical and architectonic, in order 
to understand the larger decorative program designed for the exterior of Estella palace under 
Sancho VI.

The historiated capital on the lower left side of the south façade is well known for its image 
identified by inscription as Roland fighting the giant Ferragut, a direct association of the pal-
ace’s owner with a legendary hero (figs. 66 a and b). 50  Unusually, the name of the artist appears 

Los seres imaginarios del claustro de Silos y sus ecos en la escultura románica peninsular (Silos, 2000), esp. chap. 7, “Las 
parroquias de Estella.”

49 Pre-restoration photos and descriptions demonstrate that the other two large capitals on the south façade 
are original. Both are simple vegetal designs based loosely on a Corinthian model.

50 The combination of artist’s name and chivalric imagery has proven highly attractive to scholars, who have 
studied this capital at length, but generally separate from its physical context. See, most recently, O. Pérez Monzón, 
“Combate de Roldán y Ferragut,” in Sancho el Mayor y sus herederos: El linaje que europeizó los reinos hispanos, exh. 
cat., ed. I. G. Bango Torviso, (Pamplona, 2006), 2: 740–45, who focuses on the epic behind the capital, without suggest-I. G. Bango Torviso, (Pamplona, 2006), 2: 740–45, who focuses on the epic behind the capital, without suggest-
ing why such a theme might have been historically appropriate here. I am grateful to Elizabeth Valdez del Álamo for 
drawing my attention to this study. Fernández Ladreda et al., El arte románico, 364, are not convinced that there is a 
direct relationship between the capital and the building it decorates: “Cabría la posibilidad de interpretar esta repre-
sentación como una escena de carácter puramente profano, acorde con la finalidad civil de la construcción, pero no 

Fig. 65: Estella palace, loggia, south façade (c. 1165) (photo: author)
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Fig. 66 a, b: Estella palace, Roland capital (photo: author)

A.

B.
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on the abacus, MARTINUS DE LOGRONIO ME FECIT (Martin of Logroño made me), along 
with the tituli Roland and Ferragut. 51  Roland, identified as the nephew of the emperor Char-
lemagne, was the eighth-century hero whose legendary exploits were gathered together in the 
Chanson de Roland, but his battle with the Muslim giant Ferragut formed part of a different lit-
erary tradition. 52  The story of this duel was retold in the c.1135 Chronicle of the Pseudo-Turpin, 
which, along with the Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago, formed part of the Codex Calixtinus. 53  Pur-
porting to be a letter from Turpin, archbishop of Reims in the late eighth century, who tells us 
that he is the “constant companion of the Emperor Charlemagne in Spain,” the Pseudo-Turpin 
writes of “the most important of his admirable actions and his laudable triumphs over the 
Spanish Saracens, which I have seen with my own eyes during the fourteen years in which I 
crossed Spain and Galicia together with him and his armies.” Chapter 17 of the Pseudo-Turpin 
is entitled “Of the battle with the giant Ferragut and of Roland’s excellent argumentation.” This 
vignette shows Roland as the ideal knight, fighting honorably with sword and word in defense 
of Christianity, and waiting patiently for his exhausted foe to waken before taking up the battle 
again to end triumphant. We are even told that Roland, “like the courteous knight he was, put 
a rock beneath [Ferragut’s] head, so that he could rest more comfortably.” 54  The sculpted image 
represents the most visually dramatic elements of Roland’s battle with Ferragut, and it departs 
from the text to show the final thrust through Ferragut’s navel by a mounted Roland’s lance, 
not the fallen knight’s knife. However, by far the greater part of the written story is taken up by 
the conversation between the two in which Roland calmly explains the tenets of Christianity to 
Ferragut. For his part, Ferragut states that, “We believe that the Creator of heaven and earth is 
only one God, and that he had neither father nor son. That is, just as he was not engendered by 

estamos muy seguros de que en el arte navarro de este periodo se de una adecuación entre la función del edificio y su 
decoración.” In my opinion, it is not necessary to categorize this capital as “purely secular” — for sacred and profane 
were closely intertwined in the Middle Ages — in order to recognize its appropriateness as decoration for a king’s 
palace. For representations of Roland in medieval art, see R. Lejeune and J. Stiennon, La légende de Roland dans l’art 
du Moyen Age (Brussels, 1966); D. Kahn, “La Chanson de Roland dans le décor des églises du XIIe siècle,” Cahiers de 
Civilisation Médiévale 40 (1997): 337–72.

51 The inscription is organized in two registers along the front of the abacus, with the last three letters shifted 
to the right side for lack of space to complete the word LOGRONIO:

  FERA  MARTINUS  ROLLAN
  GUT  ME FECIT   DE LOGRO NIO
52 I am grateful to Joseph Duggan for his help with the various versions of the Roland story. See his thorough 

study of the question in J.J. Duggan, ed., La Chanson de Roland — The Song of Roland: The French Corpus (Turnhout, 
2005).

53 Liber Sancti Jacobi, Codex Calixtinus, ed. K. Herbers and M. Santos Noia (Santiago de Compostela, 1998), 
hereafter LSJ. For a Spanish version, see Liber Sancti Iacobi “Codex Calixtinus,” trad. A. Moralejo, C. Torres, and J. Feo 
(Pontevedra, 1992; 1st ed. Santiago de Compostela, 1951). See also A. Stones and J. Krochalis, “Qui a lu le Guide du 
pèlerin de Saint-Jacques?” in Pèlerinages et croisades: Actes du 118e congrès national annuel des sociétés historiques et 
scientifiques, Pau, octobre 1993 (Paris, 1995), 11–36. Stones and Krochalis argue that the lack of reflection of the Pil-
grim’s Guide in other works indicates that it was not widely known in its day; only 12 copies survive today. By contrast, 
the Pseudo-Turpin, fourth of the five books of the Codex Calixtinus, was extremely well known, “l’un des textes les plus 
lus de tout le Moyen Age” (13); almost 200 copies survive. I. Short follows the history of the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle 
in “A Study in Carolingian Legend and its Persistence in Latin Hagiography (XII-XVI Centuries),” Mittellateinisches 
Jahrbuch 7 (1972): 127–52.

54 LSJ, 4.17 (211): “Rotolandus vero, ut erat iuvenis alacer, misit lapidem ad caput eius, ut libencius dormiret.”



therese martin

◆ 112 ◆

anyone, nor did he engender anyone. For God is one and not triune.” 55  Here the writer shows that 
he is familiar with the Qur’an, for this, of course, is one of the key differences between Islam and 
Christianity, expressed in Sura 5 as “Unbelievers are those that say: God is one of three,” while 
Sura 112 declares that “He is God, the One; God, the Eternal, Absolute; He begets not, neither 
is He begotten.” In a series of questions and answers, Roland goes on to demystify Christianity 
for Ferragut, often using natural phenomena to make his point. For example, the essence of the 
Trinity is explained by analogy with an almond, which is made up of three things — shell, skin, 
and nut — but it is still just one almond. 56  Ferragut concedes point after point until, apparently 
having had enough of discussion, he suggests that they return to battle, and if Roland’s faith is 
true, the Christian will win, but if it is false, the Muslim will triumph. The capital on which this 
story is drawn out is all action. Rather than showing us the less visually compelling moments 
of Roland and Ferragut’s religious discussion, the sculptor seems to imply them by the chiastic 
composition. The figures’ positions reflect their back-and-forth debate; they cross words in the 
story as they do arms on the capital. Mail-clad Christian and Muslim champions are identified 
by their faiths to the unlettered viewer by the typical forms of their shields: Roland’s is oblong 
and marked by a cross, while Ferragut’s is round, the standard medieval representation of an 
Islamic shield. The vegetal and geometric motifs on Ferragut’s arms, typical of Islamic decora-
tion, may also have been recognizable as such to viewers familiar with Islamic art of the Iberian 
peninsula.

The narrative of the sculpture begins on the left side, where Ferragut is shown riding to 
the battle (see fig. 66a). It skips over the front face of the capital to continue on the right, where 
we see a moment of great drama, hand-to-hand combat in which the dynamic diagonals carry 
our eyes to and fro from one warrior to the other (see fig. 66b). In this scene, Ferragut does not 
wear a helmet, so that the artist can identify him as a Muslim through his stereotyped African 
features of corkscrew curls and exaggeratedly protruding eyes and lips. These physical mark-
ers were commonly used to represent Muslims by the second half of the twelfth century. 57  It 
is curious, in a land where Christians and Muslims lived side by side, that Christian art should 
develop an image of Muslims as different. These are not the features of Berbers from North 
Africa nor of the Muslims of Iberia who, intermingling their blood with the natives of Spain, 
had lived on the peninsula for more than four hundred years. Rather, the artist created a delib-
erately foreign image that would have been immediately recognizable as “other” by Christian 
viewers, but perhaps also by Muslims.

55 LSJ, 4.17 (212): “Tunc Ferracutus: Nos credimus, inquit, quia creator celi et terre unus Deus est, nec filium 
habuit, nec patrem. Sed sicut a nullo generatus est, ita neminem genuit. Ergo unus est Deus, non trinus.”

56 Lacarra, “El combate de Roldán,” 322–23, traces Roland’s theological arguments primarily to Peter Damian, 
De fide catholica and De elemosyna: PL 145.768, 220. He also draws attention to Peter the Venerable and his 1141 travels 
in Spain, during which he ordered the first translation to Latin of the Qur’an. For the activities of one of the transla-
tors in the kingdom of Navarra and at the court of Sancho VI, see A. J. Martín Duque, “El inglés Roberto, traductor 
del Corán: Estancia y actividades en España a mediados del siglo XII,” Hispania 22 (1962): 483–506. This is of course 
Robert of Ketton: see C. Burnett, “Ketton, Robert of,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 60 vols. (Oxford, 2004), 
31: 465–67.

57 See J. Devisse, The Image of the Black in Western Art, vol. 2, From the Early Christian Era to the “Age of Discovery,” 
pt. 1, From the Demonic Threat to the Incarnation of Sainthood, trans. W. G. Ryan (New York, 1979); Aragonés Estella, 
La imagen del mal; D. Higgs Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art (Princeton and 
Oxford, 2003), “Ethiopians,” 79–93, nn. 268–73, and “Saracens,” 157–92, nn. 284–95; esp. 179–82 for fourteenth-century 
manuscript representations of Roland fighting stereotypical Muslims. See also the paper in this volume by Patton.
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The story’s denouement on the front of the capital is made more heroic in the sculpted 
version than it was in the written account, and thus more appropriate for a king’s residence. 
Roland’s final thrust reaches the giant’s navel, his only vulnerable point, but not as in the tale 
by the knife of one prone and nearly defeated; in sculpture we are shown a proudly mounted 
knight. 58  Roland’s lance forms a straight line across the center of the capital; we see the Muslim 
warrior start to tip backwards off his horse, stirrups lost and right leg flailing, as the exag-
gerated head of the lance begins to pierce his belly. Ferragut’s lance, by contrast, shatters on 
Roland’s shield, coming to a point on the abacus above and leading the viewer’s eye directly to 
the sculptor’s inscribed name.

Through both his fighting and his intelligent participation in the discussion about reli-
gion, Ferragut shows himself to be a worthy enemy whose defeat brings honor to the victor. 
In the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, this Muslim giant is said to be descended from the line of 
Goliath, linking Ferragut’s defeat by Roland with David’s defeat of the Philistine warrior. The 
main scenes of the capital are carved in very high relief so that the figures stand out sharply 
from a deeply undercut background. An additional moment in low relief, one not in the text, is 
framed by the central forms of Roland’s lance and the horses’ forelegs. It is Ferragut’s decapi-
tated body and head, teeth bared and eyes bulging, shown falling to the ground. Margarita 
Ruiz Maldonado astutely draws the connection between this version of Ferragut’s end with the 
death of his ancestor Goliath, whose head David cut off after knocking him to the ground. 59  By 
extension, the patron of the palace on whom this imagery reflects is linked with heroes both of 
the Old Testament and of contemporary literature.

A medieval king could not ask for more appropriate iconography to decorate the exterior 
of his palace. That is, unless we examine the second of the two elaborate historiated capitals 
on the same façade, in which wretched sinners are dragged off to hell, represented as a boiling 
cauldron stoked by demons. Located at the loggia level on the southeast corner of the palace 
(see fig. 62), this capital has received significantly less attention than the Roland capital, and 
never before have the two been examined together as integral elements of the palatine decora-
tive program. On the left side, the performance of a harp-playing donkey, seated upright on a 
low throne, is greeted by the howls of a demonic animal listener (fig. 67). 60  The latter rests one 
paw on the donkey’s footstool and reaches out with another to touch the harp. While some 
have interpreted this motif as sloth, I agree with Fernández-Ladreda that it is more likely to be 
pride. 61  This offense turns the sinner into as much an ass as the donkey who considers himself a 

58 While the variations from the text may follow a different oral source, there can be no doubt that they were 
included here for a specific reason, which I interpret as elevating the stature of Roland, who stands in for the king. 
Thus, the final moment takes place on horseback, while the earlier hand-to-hand combat shows Roland with a 
sword — knightly arms — while Ferragut swings a lowly mace, a weapon with more brutal associations. This is a 
direct departure from the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, in which, on the second day of battle, Ferragut fought with a 
sword, while Roland used his staff (“baculum quoddam retortum et longum”): LSJ, 4.17 (211).

59 M. Ruiz Maldonado, “Algunas reflexiones sobre el Roldán y Ferragut de Estella (Navarra),” Boletín del Semina-
rio de Estudios de Arte y Arqueología 50 (1984): 401–6, esp. 404.

60 The integration of the abacus with the capital, here by the demon’s ear on the left side and on the Roland 
capital by the written identification of the sculpted figures below, is a singular method of conceiving the sculptural 
whole that implies the same hand at work on both capitals. Unfortunately, the inscription on the hell capital, also set 
in two registers, is all but illegible.

61 Fernández-Ladreda et al., El arte románico, 364. The authors turn to the De consolatione philosophiae of 
Boethius for this interpretation. The pairing of donkey and stringed instrument is also at the heart of the Greek 
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musician. Above the attentive animal’s head, a grimacing demon makes the transition around 
the corner of the capital to the punishment of greed on the front (fig. 68). The nature of the sin 
committed by the two damned souls yoked together at the left is clearly indicated by the mon-
eybags hanging around their necks, the straps of which they still grasp even as they are dragged 
toward the cauldron by a demon in the axial position. The yoke connecting them may indicate 
that their greedy sin was also lustful (perhaps prostitution?), but these souls show no indication 
of gender. At the right, another terrible devil plunges a soul headfirst into the cauldron, while 
his companion around the corner uses a pitchfork to push two heads deeper in. Below this 
beaked demon, a grinning imp stirs up the fire to keep it burning bright. Continuing around 
to the right side, an exaggeratedly curvaceous female figure with snakes biting her breasts is 
punished for her lust (fig. 69). 62  Here the gender is clear — long, f lowing hair, large breasts, and 
wide hips mark this damned soul as unmistakably female. There can be little doubt that depic-

proverb “An ass was listening to a lyre, a pig to a trumpet,” in which the ass stands for one who is incapable of under-
standing. Clement of Alexandria, in his Stromata, Book I, used the metaphor thus: “And if knowledge belong not to 
all (set an ass to the lyre, as the proverb goes). . .”. The donkey on the Huesca capital, however, is playing the harp, not 
listening to it. The origins of this image seem to be summed up by Aesop’s fable of the ass who happened across a lyre 
lying on the ground and attempted to play it with his hoof, referring to pretentious people who feign that of which they 
are incapable. For parallels throughout the Middle Ages with visual precedents in the ancient world, see H. Adolph, 
“The Ass and the Harp,” Speculum 25 (1950): 49–57.

62 See J. Leclercq-Kadaner, “De la Terre-Mère à Luxure: A propos de “la Migrations des symboles”, Cahiers de 
civilization médiévale 18 (1975): 37–43.

Fig. 67: Estella palace, Hell capital, left side, pride (photo: author)
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tions of these three sins — greed, pride, and lust — while widespread in the Romanesque period, 
were chosen here to make a pointed comment to the powerful merchant class of the town of 
Estella and to those traveling along the pilgrimage road. Representations of these castigations 
were well known in twelfth-century imagery and would have been widely recognized as a syn-
ecdoche for the Last Judgment. 63  It connects the king of Navarra with the Lord of Heaven and 
reinforces the importance of obeying Sancho VI in the present by the visual reference to the 
punishments of the hereafter.

The obvious castigations and allegorical reminders of royal authority fit perfectly with a 
king who has just issued an extensive fuero to the city. 64  Originally established in 1090, Sancho’s 
augmented fuero of Estella became the standard for other cities over the course of the next cen-
tury and, in 1247, it would be adopted by the Cortes de Huesca as having validity throughout the 
entire kingdom of Aragón, which by then included Navarra. To the fourteen sections of the brief 

63 For scenes of Hell in the Romanesque, see Aragonés Estella, La imagen del mal, esp. 143. She notes the similar-
ity between the Estella palace hell capital and one in the cloister of the church of San Pedro de la Rúa, also in Estella, 
in order to suggest that the same sculptor worked at both sites.

64 J. M. Lacarra and A. J. Martín Duque, Fueros derivados de Jaca, vol. 1: Estella-San Sebastián (Pamplona, 1969); 
A. J. Martín Duque, “La fundación del primer burgo navarro: Estella,” Príncipe de Viana 190 (1990): 317–27. The first 
reference to Estella is traditionally dated 1090, at which time Sancho Ramírez, king of Pamplona and Aragón, prom-
ised the monastery of San Juan de la Peña a tenth part of the income that he would receive in the future from the nova 
populatio that he was establishing at the village of Lizarrara on the other bank of the river Ega. The new settlement 
would ensure that the town grew quickly over the following decades.

Fig. 68: Estella palace, Hell capital, center, greed (photo: author)
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1090 fuero, Sancho VI added in 1164 another sixty sections, each with multiple articles far more 
explicit than those of the original document. Reflecting contemporary matters of the twelfth 
century, article 22:7, for example, concerns the ransom for a person who has gone to Jerusalem 
and “been taken captive whether by a Saracen or a bad Christian,” among other references in 
the fuero to Moors and to the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. 65  A key aspect of this city 
charter was the establishment of an area for “francos,” or freemen who were not bound by lord 
or land. 66  Some local, others foreign, they were often younger sons without an inheritance who 
made their way in the world as merchants, artisans, and money-changers. Their status as free-
men offered the opportunity, rare in the Middle Ages, for a person of low birth to improve his 
lot. In a town like Estella, through which the road to Santiago passed, many freemen provided 
goods and services to pilgrims and other travelers. The newly established “burgo” or free zone of 

65 Lacarra and Martín Duque, Fueros, vol. 1, 22:7, 26, (113, 118).
66 A. J. Martín Duque, “El señorío episcopal de Pamplona hasta 1276,” in La Catedral de Pamplona (Pamplona, 

1994), 1: 72–80; 2: 222–225, explains that the term “franci” refers to the free condition of some townspersons, who 
were not necessarily of French origin: “En los textos aparecen como sinónimos los términos liber, francus et ingenuus 
y definen al individuo que por razón de su nacimiento y estatuto jurídico se inscribe en un grupo social perfecta-
mente diferenciado tanto del formado por los hombres de linaje nobiliario (nobiles, «infanzones») como del integrado 
por el campesinado dependiente (servi, villani, rustici). El foráneo, francés, se distingue como francigena.” See also J. 
M. Lacarra, “A propósito de la colonización ‘franca’ en Navarra y Aragón,” in idem, Colonización, parias, repoblación y 
otros estudios (Zaragoza, 1981), 170–85.

Fig. 69: Estella palace, Hell capital, right side, lust (photo: author
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Estella centered around the church of San Martín, where the ruling council of the burgo met. 67  
It was here, directly across from San Martín, that the king selected as the ideal location for his 
new palace (see fig. 64).

The fuero created by Sancho VI not only established the rights of the citizens, but it also 
concerned the administration of his justice. The articles made explicit the punishments to be 
meted out if the laws were not obeyed, regulating the fines to be paid to the king in exchange 
for his protection. It seems no accident, therefore, that the foremost image on this capital is the 
punishment of misers. The king used the permanence of this stone image to remind the towns-
people that their rights have a cost, and that this price must be paid to the king and to those 
under his authority. 68  Rather than creating a new iconography that might not have been recog-
nized, Sancho and his advisers appropriated the Church’s universal language of retribution for 
transgressions. Thus, in the two historiated capitals on the south façade of Estella palace, we 
can recognize the politics of the patron. Sancho’s use of immediately identifiable Hell imagery 
on one capital and a more complex hero’s tale of the sort current along the pilgrimage road on 
the other shows a careful choice of iconography that cannot be fully understood except within 
its setting of a royal residence.

At both Estella and Huesca, sacred themes must be read together with their secular set-
tings to comprehend the full meaning of both. These buildings demonstrate that contemporary 
politics were regularly glossed with sacred imagery in palace decoration. Though built in the 
same period, two such different structures remind us of the dangers of drawing generalizations 
about a standard or typical “Romanesque” palace. Each was built in response to particular his-
torical circumstances under a specific patron who used architectural decoration as a strategy 
for pursuing individual political goals. These case studies point to the importance of restoring 
civil architecture to our understanding of the construction history of the Middle Ages. Despite 
the poor survival rate of palaces when compared with ecclesiastical architecture, royal resi-
dences have the advantage of demonstrating more clearly the nature of medieval architecture, 
in which sacred and secular cannot be separated. By focusing on palaces, as scholars such as 
William Tronzo and Maureen Miller have shown, we can break down the false barrier that 
generally divides the study of sacred and secular constructions. If stressing the dual nature of 
a palace seems superfluous, I do so as a reminder that churches should also be examined from 
a similar point of view. 69  Just as the palace cannot be understood without a sacred component, 
so we must remember that ecclesiastical architecture had its secular side, whether it be as a 
coronation church, a site for markets, a refuge for outlaws, or any of the other multiple roles that 
medieval churches played beyond their basic function as the location of the liturgy.

67 A. J. Martín Duque, “El fenómeno urbano medieval en Navarra,” in El fenómeno urbano medieval entre el Can-
tábrico y el Duero (Santander, 2000), 9–51.

68 For example, Lacarra and Martín Duque, Fueros, vol. 1, 66:3, (143): “Set si calumpniauerit hereditatem, et 
testes non poterit dare uel calumpniam uincere, regi LX solidos debet calumpnie.”

69 See Tronzo, Cultures of his Kingdom; M. Miller, The Bishop’s Palace: Architecture and Authority in Medieval 
Italy (Ithaca, 2000). The growing interest among scholars in bringing together these two concepts, previously seen as 
opposed, can be seen in the sessions organized by Alicia Walker and Amanda Luyster entitled “Sacred and Secular” 
Bridging the Divide” at the 2006 College Art Association conference, along with the recent exhibition at Boston Col-
lege’s McMullen Museum of Art, “Secular/Sacred 11th–16th Century: Works from the Boston Public Library and the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,” (Catalogue edited by Nancy Netzer, Boston, 2006).
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