
The main register of the paintings on the
east wall of the chapel of San Martín in
the Old Cathedral of Salamanca parallels
Conception and Incarnation, and thus
underlines the unique role of the Virgin
in the history of Salvation, the reason
why she was immaculately conceived un-
der extraordinary circumstances. This is
all expressed through the depiction of the
scene of the Meeting at the Golden Gate,
an episode from the apocrypha that ac-
quired special implications when mod-
elled, as is the case here, on the quite ex-
ceptional Annunciation-type, which was
usually associated with immaculist con-

cerns. In Salamanca the choice of this
type was reinforced with the inclusion of
a now lost sculpture of the Virgin and
Child to emphasize this message.

Looking Down: From the Joy of Birth to
the Grief of Death

However, the unique character of the
iconographic display of Salamanca rests
not only on the way in which the Meet-
ing at the Golden Gate was represented in
its main register, but also on the motifs
that were associated with it in the upper
register (prophets) and, chiefly, in the

lower register, where a Crucifixion occu-
pied the whole width of the paintings. As
explained above, in Salamanca the Meet-
ing at the Golden Gate is not part of a
narrative sequence, but part of intercon-
nected ideas. If the main and upper reg-
ister relate to Incarnation, the lower reg-
ister justifies Incarnation by pointing to
passion and, ultimately, to Redemption,
proposing the active role of the Virgin in
this crucial moment of the history of Sal-
vation by sharing the sufferings of
Christ. This is the idea of compassio that
spread from the twelfth century onwards
and was held dear by Cistercians, Fran-
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ciscans and Dominicans even if many of
them were reluctant to accept the idea of
the Virgin’s Immaculate Conception1.
The Crucifixion painted by Antón
Sánchez de Segovia in 1262 as part of the
decoration of the chapel of San Martín is
now completely ruined: just a few rem-
nants of the Crucified Christ accompa-
nied at the top left by the Sun can be dis-
cerned in the middle, together with faint
contours of haloed figures to the left. To
form an idea about its original complex
development we must rely on the lavish
description provided by Manuel Gómez-
Moreno in the early twentieth century:
«Campeaba más abajo y a todo lo ancho
la escena del Calvario, casi enteramente
borrada por la humedad y el roce; pero
aún se rastrean el sol y la luna por encima
de la cruz; algún ángel que recogería en
un cáliz la sangre de Cristo; a la izquier-
da, nutrido grupo de figuras con nimbos
de colores, cubiertas las cabezas con sus
mantos y en actitudes de dolor, y a la
derecha otro grupo de soldados, uno de
los cuales es el «cinturio», como consigna
un letrero, vestidos con blancos per-
puntes o lorigas que les protegen las pier-
nas y hasta los dedos de las manos, almo-
fares, capacetes, uno de ellos con cimera
de plumas o crines amarillas, escudo tim-
brado, adarga puntiaguda con sus borlas,
espada, lanzas, partesana, alguna so-
brevesta amarilla, etcétera» 2.

Comparison between today’s scant re-
mains (fig. 1) and Gómez-Moreno’s de-
scription provides the only basis for an
analysis of this scene, the most complex
Crucifixion depicted in Castilian art to
date. As in a few contemporary exam-
ples, in Salamanca the Crucifixion was
an intense, dramatic, crowded scene with
groups of figures on both sides of the
Crucified Christ 3. To the right, among a
group of soldiers, the centurion men-
tioned by the Gospels of Matthew, Mark
and Luke acknowledged Christ as the
Son of God. His depiction in Crucifix-
ion scenes, recorded in the East, became
increasingly frequent in the West from
the late twelfth century. No traces of him
can be recognized nowadays. To the left
the vague traces of the haloed figures al-
low us to recognize a kneeling figure
closer to the cross (probably St. Mary
Magdalen) and, farther away, a standing
figure surrounded by others. This figure,
the cloak over her head, turns her face
away from the sight of the Crucified
Christ. This is probably the fainting Vir-
gin, swooning in the arms of the Holy
Women and/or of St. John 4. The interest
that existed in contemporary Castile in
the suffering of the Virgin and in her
contribution to Redemption is con-
firmed by somewhat different represen-
tations of the motif in cantigas 50 and
140 of the «Códice Rico» of the Cantigas

de Santa María of king Alfonso X5. In
fact, a Castilian vernacular poem in the
planctus Mariae tradition composed c.
1240, Gonzalo de Berceo’s El duelo de la
Virgen (trans. The Grief of the Virgin), al-
ready dramatically expressed Mary’s
swooning at the precise moment of
Christ’s death: «cadió en tierra muerta
como de mal ravioso» 6. The roots of this
motif can be traced back to the eleventh-
century Byzantine milieu, but its first ex-
plicit depictions correspond to the
twelfth-century West, where Amy Neff
noted its proliferation in the mid-thir-
teenth century 7.
The Marian accent of this extraordinary
Crucifixion image is furthermore en-
hanced by the inscription that runs along
its frame: «O vos omnes qui transitis per
viam, attendite et videte si est dolor sim-
ilis sicut dolor meus», a quotation from
Lam 1, 12, traditionally attributed to Jer-
emiah 8. As underlined by the late
Joaquín Yarza with regard to these paint-
ings, this verse, which is part of the office
of Holy Saturday, applies to the suffering
Virgin in connection with the passion of
Christ 9.
At this point we must look up to see
again the Virgin and Child flanked by
her gesturing parents and we must in-
dulge in a little speculation in order to fi-
nally understand these wall paintings.
The dynamic attitude of pointing con-
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1. Salamanca, Old Cathedral, chapel of San Martín, Antón Sánchez de Segovia, 1262, Crucifixion, wall paintings (det.).



ferred by the artist on Joachim could
echo the now missing figure of the centu-
rion beneath him, so that Joachim’s ges-
ture, like the centurion’s, must be inter-
preted as an acknowledgment of Christ as
the Son of God, addressed to the Incar-
nate Christ by the father of the Virgin
and to the Redeeming Christ by the Ro-
man officer. Anne’s animated expression
of surprise portrayed by the artist, insofar
as it is fashioned on a suffering Crucifix-
ion Virgin (as noted before), could be in-
terpreted as intending to foreshadow the
pain of the Virgin beneath her. In these
wall paintings, Conception, Incarnation,
Passion and Redemption were so closely
inter-related that they were not merely
juxtaposed, but linked through textual
and visual bonds.

Reluctance towards the Conception of the
Virgin in Thirteenth-century Castile

Mary was immaculately conceived for
the sake of Incarnation. Mary was im-
maculately conceived to make way for
Redemption. Furthermore, she became
partner of Redemption through her own
suffering during the passion of her
unique Son. Considered in the light of
the models employed and their associat-
ed images, it is clear that the paintings on
the east wall of the chapel of San Martín
of the Old Cathedral of Salamanca were
intended as a visual expression of all
these ideas. The question now is… why?
Why was there an interest in creating
such a program in Salamanca in 1262?
First of all, this requires a devotion based
on a certain degree of knowledge of the
doctrine and its associated controversy.
But this also requires access to models
suitable for expressing it. Was this all
possible in Salamanca in 1262?
Any approach to questions like these is
obscured by the reinterpretation of an-
cient sources prompted by the wide-
spread dissemination of the feast of the
Conception of the Virgin from the four-
teenth century onwards and by the gen-
eral assumption of the doctrine of the
Immaculate Conception, even in the ab-

sence of papal sanction, from the end of
the Middle Ages onwards. Apologetic
and devotional literature written from
then on presented the great saints of the
period of the controversy as defenders of
the doctrine, including such passionate
opponents as St. Bernard of Clairvaux,
St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Bonaven-
ture. It has been a task of modern criti-
cism to reconstruct their positions and
the progress of the debate.
This situation affects Spain in particular.
It so enthusiastically supported the doc-
trine from the end of the Middle Ages
onwards that it came to be considered
«tierra de María» (i.e., «Mary’s land», a
devotional expression often in use), pro-
ducing some of the most accomplished
examples of its iconography. Pious litera-
ture, for example, went so far as to say
that the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception had already been proclaimed
in Spain in the Visigothic era by St. Ilde-
phonsus (d. 667), archbishop of Toledo,
who also established a feast for it 10. The
reality, however, is quite different: St.
Ildephonsus, undoubtedly a loyal devo-
tee of the Blessed Virgin, wrote a treatise
about her virginity, not about her con-
ception (although centuries later his trea-
tise was copied together with immaculist
writings that were misattributed to
him)11. With regard to the feast, it was
not he, but the Tenth Council of Toledo
(656) that changed the liturgical feast of
the Annunciation from its usual date of
March 25 (exactly nine months before
Christmas) to December 18. The reason
for this change was that it was quite com-
mon for Lent or even Easter to clash with
the liturgical feast of the Annunciation,
making difficult its commemoration
with the solemnity and joy it deserved.
The new liturgical feast, intended to
honor Mary in general terms, received
different names (St. Mary, St. Mary of
Advent, St. Mary of December, the An-
nunciation, the Annunciation of Decem-
ber…), including the name Conception
(since the late seventh century), but in
this instance the name Conception refers
to Mary’s active conception (i.e., it refers

to Mary conceiving by becoming preg-
nant as a result of the Annunciation), not
to Mary’s passive conception, which is
the event that will raise all the issues dis-
cussed here 12. In any case, the problem is
that when Spanish sources of the twelfth,
thirteenth or even fourteenth centuries
mention the liturgical feast of the Con-
ception without specifying its date, we
cannot be sure if they refer to the feast of
the passive Conception of the Virgin of
December 8 or to the Hispanic feast of
the active Conception of the Virgin of
December 18, which is the most likely in
the majority of instances (and even if
they refer to the feast of the passive Con-
ception of the Virgin of December 8, we
cannot be sure if they consider it in a ma-
culist or immaculist sense).
In Spain, the first unquestionable liturgi-
cal evidence of the celebration of the
feast of December 8 is to be found in the
cathedral and diocese of Barcelona as late
as 1281, when it was endowed by a
canon and approved by the bishop13.
Spain, due to its peripheral position with
respect to the nucleus of the controversy
in both geographical and intellectual
terms, played a marginal role during the
first two centuries of the debate. It was
only in the final years of the thirteenth
century that two Spanish theologians,
the Mercedarian St. Peter Paschal (d.
1300) and the Franciscan tertiary Bl. Ra-
mon Llull (d. 1316), produced passion-
ate original writings in support of the
doctrine of the Immaculate Concep-
tion14. Significantly, both theologians
were from the Crown of Aragon, al-
though St. Peter Paschal had close bonds
with Castile, where he became bishop of
Jaén shortly before being martyred by the
Muslims in Granada. In the western
kingdoms of medieval Spain, where Sala-
manca lies, we have to wait until the ear-
ly fourteenth century to find undisputed
evidence of the celebration of the feast of
December 8 and original writings in sup-
port of the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception.
However, literature produced in Castile
in the second half of the thirteenth cen-
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tury, contemporaneously with the wall
paintings being analyzed here, prove that
if a general acceptance did not exist by
then, at least there was a certain knowl-
edge of the feast of December 8. Similar-
ly, if original works dealing with the con-
troversy were not produced, at least there
was a certain concern regarding the on-
going debates. This literature includes
vernacular and Latin texts, most of them
produced in the entourage of king Alfon-
so X (r. 1252-84). We can leave aside the
Castilian poems in praise of the Virgin
written by the already mentioned Gon-
zalo de Berceo, most notably his Milagros
de Nuestra Señora (trans. Miracles of Our
Lady). Gonzalo de Berceo was a priest at-
tached to the Benedictine abbey of San
Millán de la Cogolla, in La Rioja. His
works are not discussed here, not only
due to their early date (records of Gonza-
lo de Berceo date from 1221-46), but al-
so due to their encomiastic tone, more
akin to devotion than to dogma (in spite
of which he has been claimed to be an
immaculist)15. Literature produced by
the king himself, either personally or at
his command, is much more interesting.
This literature includes the Castilian
General Estoria, a world history arranged
according to the Bible 16, and the Gali-
cian-Portuguese Cantigas de Santa
María, a collection of poems intended to
honor the Virgin emphasizing her
unique features and her miraculous pow-
ers 17. The king ordered copiously illus-
trated manuscripts to preserve this col-
lection, most notably the ensemble of
two volumes now usually known as
«Códices de las Historias», comprising
the so-called «Códice Rico», preserved in
the Spanish royal collections 18, and the
«Códice de Florencia» 19, which remained
unfinished. The monarch has also been
called an immaculist 20. Latin literature of
his time includes treatises written by au-
thors such as the already mentioned Do-
minican Rodrigo de Cerrato, alias Cer-
ratense, and the Franciscan Juan Gil de
Zamora (d. c. 1318). The Franciscan was
a compiler and encyclopaedist responsi-
ble for a huge and intricate production

to which special attention is being paid
in recent years 21. He studied in Salaman-
ca and in Paris, where it is assumed he
became a disciple of St. Bonaventure. On
his return to Castile, he practiced as a
lecturer in the Franciscan convent of
Zamora and established close bonds with
the royal court. His works include Leg-
ende Sanctorum in the spirit of Cer-
ratense’s work, but with saints’ lives
arranged alphabetically instead of by
date 22, and a treatise on the Virgin enti-
tled Liber Marie, the final version of
which dates to 1300 23. Of course, he has
also been called an immaculist 24.
Certainly, these authors make use of ex-
pressions and concepts later associated
with the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception, but considering the mo-
ment they wrote and the context of their
whole output, their possible immaculist
character must be discarded. I am not re-
ferring to the use by these authors of
merely encomiastic adjectives, as for ex-
ample «purissima, sanctissima, / rorifera,
fructifera, / carens omni procella», em-
ployed by Juan Gil de Zamora at the Of-
ficium almiflue Virginis that accompanies
his Liber Marie in the manuscript in the
Biblioteca Nacional de España to charac-
terize Mary upon her birth25: stating the
absolute purity and sanctity of Mary was
assumed by everybody, both theologians
and mere devotees, both immaculists
and maculists. I am referring, for exam-
ple, to the use of expressions such as «sin
mancilla» (without stain), derived from
«macula non est in te» of Song of Sol 4, 7,
which was to become later an emblem of
the doctrine of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, or to the presence of ideas concern-
ing the pre-existence and predestination
of the Virgin, also based upon Holy
Scripture (Prov 8, 22-23; Ecclus 24, 14;
Ps 109 (110), 3), soon employed by im-
maculist theologians: if Mary existed be-
fore Time, Mary existed before Sin 26.
Twomey has noted that the use of the ex-
pression «sin mancilla» applied to the
Virgin does not necessarily imply imma-
culism before the fifteenth century27. In
fact, Alfonso X employed it in cantigas

330, line 10, and 361, line 51. Before
him, Gonzalo de Berceo employed it in
Milagros de Nuestra Señora, stanza 20 28.
It also occurs in line 18 of a Latin hymn
accompanying the works of Gonzalo de
Berceo in the most authoritative manu-
script that preserves them29. In all these
instances the expression «sin mancilla»
applied to the Virgin refers not to her
conception, but to her virginity and to
her giving birth to Christ.
The ideas of the pre-existence and pre-
destination of the Virgin were so wide-
spread, even before the first immaculist
theologians began to make use of them,
that they are present in all these au-
thors 30, but we are not authorized to in-
terpret them as immaculist assertions if
the overall context of the works includ-
ing them is not immaculist (and it is not
immaculist, as shall be shown). These
ideas, however, are of great interest be-
cause in spite of their abstract and con-
ceptualized character, which hinders any
transposition of them into images, they
will be occasionally used to visually ex-
press the idea of the Immaculate Con-
ception. Due to their character, these
ideas gave rise to different iconographic
developments that usually required an
accompanying text to make their inter-
pretation clear. According to Levi d’An-
cona, in medieval times they were repre-
sented by the image of the Virgin and
Child and from the beginning of the
Renaissance they were represented by the
image of Mary as a maiden, either in her
infancy or in her womanhood 31. Howev-
er, as there was no established iconogra-
phy for these otherwise scarcely repre-
sented concepts, other possibilities also
existed32.
In this context, it is worth drawing atten-
tion to Alfonso X’s cantiga 180, illustrat-
ed in the «Códice Rico» (fol. 239r), as an
early and alternative way of visually ex-
pressing these ideas (in a context that, in
this instance, cannot be claimed as im-
maculist). In this poem, one of the most
charming in the whole collection, the re-
frain praises Mary, ascribing her appar-
ently antithetical roles: «Vella e Min�a, /
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Madr’ e Donzela, / Pobre e Reynna, /
Don’ e Ancela» 33.
The successive stanzas explain why Mary
reunites all these features. Echoing Prov
8, 22-23, Mary is an Old Woman: «se-
gund’ a profecia / que Salamon foi dela
profetar, / que ante do mundo foi todavia
/ criada, e que nunc’ á de minguar / o seu
gran ben; e porend’ encarnar / quis Deus
en ela, que todo caudela» 34.
However, this apparently immaculist
statement is immediately denied in the
following stanza, when her condition as a
Girl-Child is explained: God was so sat-
isfied by her growing in virtues «que por
ela salvar / deceu no mundo da sa alta
sela» 35. This means that Mary needed
Redemption, which would be unneces-
sary if she were immaculately conceived
(we must remember that this poem pre-
cedes Duns Scotus, who was to reconcile
the Immaculate Conception and the uni-
versal character of Redemption). The
ideas of the pre-existence and predestina-
tion of the Virgin enclosed in the literary
image of Mary as an Old Woman were
visually expressed in the «Códice Rico»
through the representation of Mary as a
mature rather than an old woman. Here,
she is gravely seated holding an open
book while blessing with her right hand
(an unusual gesture for the Virgin that
appears on other occasions throughout
the folio). She is accompanied by the im-
age of Mary as a Girl-Child, visually ex-
pressed as a young girl standing nearby.
Both images of Mary are flanked by
standing, worshipping angels, defining a
compositional sketch repeated through-
out the folio (fig. 2).
Beyond these statements, which are not
valid as proof of immaculist positions be-
cause they were not made within explicit
immaculist contexts, writings produced
in Castile in the second half of the thir-
teenth century demonstrate that both
the story of the conception of the Virgin
according to the apocryphal Gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew and the feast of the
Conception of the Virgin of December 8
were well known at the time. These writ-
ings use these references to confirm and

explicate maculist assertions, showing
that their authors were conscious of the
ensuing debate on this subject.
Concerning the story of the conception
of the Virgin, it is convenient to consid-
er, for example, the way in which it is
presented in Alfonso X’s General Estoria:
«E el ángel apareció estonce a Anna, que
estava en oración, e dixol: –Sal a las puer-
tas que llaman doradas contra tu marido
que te verná oy. E ella tanto que esto oyó
fuese con sus mancebas a estar a aquella
puerta faziendo su oración, e estando allí
gran pieça cató e vio Joaquín que vinié
con sus ganados, e fue corriendo a él e
abraçólo e dio gracias a Dios, e dixo: –
Ah, Señor, que bivda era, e loor ende a ti
ya lo non só; mañera e ya conciberé (…)
Pues que Joaquín se fue con su mugier
para su casa fue assí que Agna concibió

fija en el nombre de Dios, e luego que es-
ta benedita fija fue concebida e el cuerpo
en el vientre fue formado e el alma meti-
da en él, e el Spírito Santo vino e santi-
góla toda, assí que ni migaja d’aquella
mala raíz del pecado de Adam con que
todos los omnes nacen non fincase en su
carne nin en su alma» 36.
This passage is mostly an accurate trans-
lation of the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew
interspersed with quotations (omitted
here) from the Bible and from the Fa-
thers of the Church, but it also intro-
duces significant changes and develop-
ments. Firstly, where the Gospel of Pseu-
do-Matthew presents Anne saying «ecce
iam concepi», referring to a miraculous
conception that has taken place before
the meeting with her husband, the Gen-
eral Estoria indicates «ya conciberé» (I
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María), Castile, c. 1280, Mary as an Old Woman and as a Girl-Child (illustration for stanzas
2-3 of cantiga 180), illuminated manuscript (det. of fol. 239r).



shall conceive), referring to the natural
conception that is going to take place
subsequently. Those who thought that
the conception of the Virgin took place
miraculously (i.e., without sexual inter-
course) were a minority even among the
immaculists and the use in the visual arts
of such moments as the Meeting at the
Golden Gate was not intended as a por-
trayal of a miraculous conception, but as
a way of avoiding the depiction of the
mere act of procreation, certainly inap-
propriate for the liturgical or religious
contexts where these images were dis-
played. However, the explicit insistence
on the natural conception of the Virgin
is more akin to a maculist than to an im-
maculist position. In any case, any possi-
ble doubt concerning Alfonso X’s posi-

tion is immediately removed by the sen-
tences that follow, which are not in the
Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. They state
that Mary was conceived, then her body
was formed and then her soul was intro-
duced into her body and that it was only
in the third stage (i.e., upon animation)
that she was sanctified by the Holy Spir-
it: Alfonso X explicitly adheres to the
maculist theory of sanctification upon
animation, the most widespread theory
of thirteenth-century theology. A similar
account, including changes and develop-
ments with respect to the Gospel of Pseu-
do-Matthew, is to be found in Alfonso
X’s cantiga 411, which, unfortunately,
was not included in the «Códices de las
Historias» 37. Other accounts, based up-
on the Golden Legend’s adaptation of the

Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew (and therefore
including the allusion to the future sanc-
tification of Mary during the announce-
ment to Joachim) are to be found in Cer-
ratense’s Vitas Sanctorum 38 and in Gil de
Zamora’s Legende Sanctorum 39. If these
accounts appear in liturgical or paralitur-
gical contexts, they are associated with
the September 8 feast of the Nativity of
the Virgin, not with the December 8
feast of the Conception of the Virgin,
which is either deliberately ignored or
clearly condemned, as we shall see below.
The doctrine of sanctification upon ani-
mation as opposed to the doctrine of an
Immaculate Conception occurs again in
Alfonso X’s cantigas 310 40, 330 41, 414 42,
418 43, 419 44 and 420 45 and is fully de-
veloped in Gil de Zamora’s Liber Marie,
extensively quoting from St. Bonaven-
ture 46. In this treatise, the only systemat-
ic Mariological text among those dis-
cussed here, Gil de Zamora places sancti-
fication «cito post animationem» (shortly
after animation) quoting from Domini-
can Pierre de Tarentaise (future pope Bl.
Innocent V), as the precise moment of
sanctification was subject to controversy
among maculists. Alfonso X, who is
mainly a collector of poems, not a the-
ologian writing a treatise, is vague or
even contradictory in this respect. Some-
times it seems that he links the sanctifi-
cation of the Virgin to the very instant of
her conception (cantiga 310), sometimes
it seems that he alludes to a double sanc-
tification, both in her mother’s womb
and upon her birth (cantigas 330 and
420). The Nativity of the Virgin that ap-
pears in cantiga 70 in the «Códice Rico»
(fol. 118r) 47 to illustrate the reference to
the name of Mary in the refrain of the
poem, shows both Anne and Mary with
haloes (Mary with a cross inscribed in
hers), which could be intended as an al-
lusion to the theory of the sanctification
of Mary upon her birth in view of the
role she was to fulfill (fig. 3). In short,
Alfonso X clearly adheres in his poems to
the theory of sanctification as opposed to
the theory of immaculate conception
(despite contradictions with respect to
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3. San Lorenzo de El Escorial, Real Biblioteca, ms. T-I-1 («Códice Rico» of the Cantigas de Santa
María), Castile, c. 1280, Nativity of the Virgin (illustration for the refrain of cantiga 70), il-
luminated manuscript (detail of fol. 118r).



the precise moment in which sanctifica-
tion took place). The dominance of ma-
culism in Castile in the second half of the
thirteenth century could not be clearer
or stronger.
Alfonso X’s cantiga 310, illustrated in the
«Códice de Florencia» (fol. 36r), provid-
ed the opportunity to visually express the
maculist doctrine of sanctification (fig.
4). Unfortunately, as stated previously,
this manuscript was left unfinished and
even though in the case of this cantiga,
only the heads and hands needed to be
completed, the inexpert illustrator who
took on the task in the fourteenth centu-
ry misunderstood the image illustrating
stanza 1, referring to sanctification 48.
The resulting image is unintelligible. In
the upper part Mary, wearing a crown, is
seated in Heaven flanked by four seated
male figures, probably originally intend-
ed to be the four evangelists. In the lower
part there is a kneeling figure, also wear-
ing a crown, that was completed in the
fourteenth century as an absurd second
depiction of the Virgin. This kneeling
figure was probably originally intended
to be king Alfonso X, gesturing and
speaking to a group of notable people,
including a bishop and clerics 49. The
precise relationship between the wording
of the stanza and the image illustrating it
remains obscure, even if we overlook the
mistakes made by the artist who com-
pleted the image. Maybe by associating
the Virgin with the evangelists in Heaven
the intention was to express the unique
role of the Virgin in the task of Redemp-
tion, a role for which she needed to be
sanctified, and Alfonso X presented him-
self as witness and proclaimer of this.
Similar images were used with an imma-
culist intention at an early stage of the
iconographic development of the new
doctrine 50.
Concerning the feast of the Conception
of December 8, Alfonso X merely ig-
nores it when enumerating the feasts of
the Virgin, but Cerratense and Gil de
Zamora go further when listing them
and criticize those who commemorate it.
Alfonso X’s cantiga 410 lists the five

feasts of Mary that «Santa Egreja
ordi[n]ou» (Holy Church decreed).
These feasts are the Nativity of the Vir-
gin (September 8), the Annunciation
(March 25), a feast obscurely referred to
as «como reynou / ontr’ as virgẽes, u
amou / sa virgı̃idad’ e guardou / por toda
bondade comprir» (stanza 6)51, the Pu-
rification (February 2) and the Assump-
tion (August 15). Subsequent cantigas go
into each of these feasts in detail. Canti-
ga 411 refers to the Nativity of the Vir-
gin, including the apocryphal account of
the conception of the Virgin according
to the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew already
discussed, while cantigas 413 and 414
develop the feast obscurely referred to in
cantiga 410, which is clearly identified
here with the Hispanic feast of the active

Conception of the Virgin of December
18, named on this occasion feast of the
Virginity of the Virgin and presented as
established by St. Ildephonsus. Cer-
ratense’s Vitas Sanctorum and Gil de
Zamora’s Legende Sanctorum list these
very same five feasts, vaguely quoting the
one of December 18 as «De commemo-
ratione beate Marie» or «De festo beate
Marie Virginis» (Cerratense)52 or as
«Aduentus Christi in carnem ystoria»
(Gil de Zamora)53. Cerratense says that
the passive conception of the Virgin,
which certainly took place on December
8, should not be celebrated, «quia hu-
mano modo concepta fuit sicut alii, in
peccato originali». However, he acknowl-
edges that the Conception feast of De-
cember 8 «in quibusdam kalendariis legi-
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tur». Gil de Zamora expresses similar
ideas in the treatise about the conception
of the Virgin included in his Liber Marie.
He believes, «salua sentencia meliori»,
that Mary was conceived in sin, so that
what is worthy of commemoration is not
her conception, but her sanctification,
which, as stated, took place shortly after
animation at a precise moment that is
impossible to determine 54. However,
quoting St. Bonaventure, he proves more
indulgent than Cerratense, as he ac-
knowledges that some people, «quos nec
omnino laudare nec simpliciter audeo
reprehendere», commemorate the Con-
ception of the Virgin moved by a special
devotion towards her. Finally, he states
that if what is commemorated were not
the actual conception, but the future
sanctification, the feast could be accept-
ed, even though he is not fond of it.

The special role of Santiago de Com-
postela and Salamanca

The way in which Cerratense and Gil de
Zamora oppose the commemoration of
the feast of the Conception of the Virgin
of December 8 is the best proof of its ex-
istence in Castile. It is likely that this
feast was not of general acceptance, but it
is also likely that there were churches or
individuals that celebrated it, even
though we cannot be certain of its pre-
cise doctrinal content, maculist or imma-
culist. A missal from the prestigious
Benedictine abbey of Santo Domingo de
Silos 55 provides probably the earliest un-
questionable evidence for the feast of the
Conception of the Virgin of December 8
in Castile and even in Spain as a whole.
Its codicological features and the style of
its crude miniatures place it in the early
thirteenth century. Considering that its
calendar includes the patron saint of the
monastery, we must assume that it was
produced at the very same abbey. The
calendar for December (fol. 5v) includes
on «vi idus» (December 8) the «Concep-
tio beate marie» and on «xv kalendas Ian-
uarii» (December 18) the «Expectatio
beate marie». The mass for the Concep-

tion, which occupies fols 106r-110r, is
the only one in the whole manuscript
that includes musical notation, perhaps
because of its novelty.
Generalization of the feast in Castile was
to come only in the early fourteenth cen-
tury, in a process in which the church of
Santiago de Compostela and its suffra-
gan the church Salamanca were to as-
sume a leading role that suggests that this
devotion was firmly established in them
prior to this date. In fact, taking advan-
tage of the fact that a national council
was being held in Salamanca in 1310,
the ecclesiastical district of Santiago de
Compostela, which included eight dioce-
ses in Castile (Santiago de Compostela,
Ávila, Badajoz, Ciudad Rodrigo, Coria,
Plasencia, Salamanca and Zamora) and
five dioceses in Portugal (Évora, Guarda,
Lamego, Lisbon and Silves), held its own
meeting and approved that «festum Con-
ceptionis beatae Virginis gloriosae per to-
tam Compostellanam provinciam sin-
gulis annis, VI idus Decembris, solem-
niter celebretur» (canon IV) 56. In the
cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, the
first documentary evidence of its celebra-
tion dates back to 1309, when a statute
by the archbishop and chapter estab-
lished «quod in Conceptione bte. Marie
virginis, scilicet quando concepta fuit in
utero matris sue, videlicet VI idus de-
cembris celebretur festum solempne cum
mitris ob reverentiam ipsius Virginis»,
apparently solemnizing a feast that was
already commemorated 57. In the cathe-
dral of Salamanca, the first documentary
evidence of its celebration dates back to
1335, when a certain Ruy Gil, fellow of
the cathedral (he became later a canon),
endowed several anniversaries, including
one «para las oras et proçessión de la ffi-
esta de la Concepçión» 58. By this time, a
certain «Magister Petrus Compostel-
lanus», who wrote a sort of allegorical en-
cyclopedia entitled De consolatione ratio-
nis in the time of archbishop Berenguel
de Landoira (1317-30), discussed the
doctrine of the Immaculate Conception
in his writings, supporting it in a distinc-
tive and peculiar way 59.

Unquestionable evidence in the early
fourteenth century concerning the feast
of the Conception and the doctrine of
the Immaculate Conception in the
church of Santiago de Compostela and
in its suffragan the church of Salamanca
was probably firmly rooted in unrecord-
ed traditions of the thirteenth century
that provide the necessary background
for the wall paintings discussed here,
themselves a sign of this devotion.
In this context of lack of clear evidence
before the early fourteenth century, there
is a document that deserves special atten-
tion: the will dictated in Salamanca on
December 16, 1273, by Rui Fernandes
de Santiago, a well-known poet of the
Galician-Portuguese tradition 60. In this
document «Rodericus Fernandi Com-
postellanus» presents himself as «cleri-
cus» of king Alfonso X and as «scolaris»
of the University of Salamanca, which
must be understood as lecturer. He left
instructions for his burial in the cloister
of the cathedral of Salamanca, but he al-
so established an anniversary in the
cathedral of his home city of Santiago de
Compostela «in crastinum Concepcionis
beate Virginis». Unfortunately, the books
of anniversaries of the cathedral of Santi-
ago de Compostela do not register his
endowment 61, so we cannot be sure if
this learned man of Galician origin, living
and working in Salamanca in close con-
nection with its University and cathedral
(which by that time were almost one and
the same thing), was referring to the tra-
ditional Hispanic feast of December 18
or to the controversial imported feast of
December 8. Frías discussed this at length
and considered it likely that he was refer-
ring to the second62.
Bishop Pedro Pérez, the presumed
founder of the chapel and patron of the
wall paintings discussed in this article,
probably belonged to the very same per-
sonal and intellectual background as Rui
Fernandes de Santiago. This enables us
to hypothesize that, in Castile, in the sec-
ond half of the thirteenth century, in a
general context of reluctance about the
feast of the Conception of the Virgin of
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December 8 and rejection of immaculist
speculations, a group of learned clerics
connected with the church of Santiago
de Compostela and its suffragan the
church of Salamanca were the forerun-
ners of a devotion that would be general-
ly accepted in the Crown of Castile well
into the fourteenth century. 
In support of this hypothesis there is the
will of Rui Fernandes de Santiago of
1273, which probably refers to the feast of
December 8; the statute of the cathedral
of Santiago de Compostela in 1309, ap-
parently solemnizing an already com-
memorated feast; the canon of the provin-
cial council of Santiago de Compostela
held in Salamanca in 1310, apparently
conferring official status on what was then
a widespread feast; and the writings of
«Magister Petrus Compostellanus» dating
from the time of archbishop Berenguel de
Landoira (1317-30), which discuss the
doctrine in their own right. And now, new
and strong evidence in the form of wall
paintings from the chapel of San Martín
in the Old Cathedral of Salamanca, dated
to 1262 and probably commissioned by
bishop Pedro Pérez. There is no compara-
ble early evidence from any other place in
the Crown of Castile, apart from the iso-
lated and undated missal from the Bene-
dictine abbey of Santo Domingo de Silos.
What is known about bishop Pedro
Pérez? Not a great deal, unfortunately.
The epitaph carved on the wall above his
tomb in the chapel of San Martín (fig. 5)
was mainly intended as a laudatory text
and as a scholarly exercise of Latin versifi-
cation, not as a brief account of his life63.
In any case, his epitaph underscores the
learned milieu in which bishop Pedro
Pérez lived and mentions his devotion to
the Virgin and his confidence in her pow-
ers as intercessor: «ALMA MARIA /
EI(US) SIS ANIME DUX VIA VIRGO
PIA». These statements can be linked to
the program of the wall paintings dis-
cussed here (imprecisely, unfortunately).
He is recorded as bishop of Salamanca
between 1248 and 1264, the probable
year of his death. The question is if this
Pedro Pérez is the same Pedro Pérez who

entered the service of the royal chancery
of León in 1203 and who became royal
chancellor of León in two different peri-
ods: 1213-21 and 1224-30 (until the
Kingdom of León was subsumed into the
Crown of Castile). A simple cleric in
1207, he held different positions in
churches of the Kingdom of León (start-
ing in Galicia, where he was probably
born)64. Once he left the royal chancery,
he is frequently recorded in Ourense until

124265. It is not certain, but I believe as-
sumable that Pedro Pérez the royal chan-
cellor of León and Pedro Pérez the bishop
of Salamanca are one and the same per-
son66: Galician by origin, Galician by
family, Galician by education, Galician
by career… It is therefore possible to re-
late Pedro Pérez to the intellectual milieu
that seems to have prompted the devo-
tion and cult of the Immaculate Concep-
tion in Western Spain.
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Conclusion

The paintings on the east wall of the
chapel of San Martín in the Old Cathe-
dral of Salamanca must be regarded as a
relatively early example of the iconogra-
phy of the Immaculate Conception. In
this instance, paintings do not merely ex-
press the then controversial doctrine, but
also commemorate the extraordinary
event it put forward as the fulfillment of
the prophesies of the Old Testament and
the beginning of Mankind’s Redemp-
tion, a deed that required not only
Christ’s sacrifice, but also Christ’s prior
Incarnation in an appropriate vessel. The
ambitious purpose of these paintings re-
quired the use of immaculist imagery de-
veloped elsewhere beyond the Pyrenees.
At this time Spain (especially Western
Spain) still played a marginal role in the
development of the theological contro-
versy surrounding the Immaculate Con-
ception and in the creation of images to
give it visibility. This is seen in the texts
by outstanding writers such as king Al-
fonso X, Rodrigo de Cerrato or Juan Gil
de Zamora. Western Spain played a pas-
sive and receptive role at this time, lean-
ing towards the most conservative, even
authoritative, theories, which were to
find some visual expression in the unique
work of art embodied by the «Códices de
las Historias» of the Cantigas de Santa
María commissioned by king Alfonso X.
By then, it appears that only a group of
learned clerics linked to the churches of
Santiago de Compostela and Salamanca
were devotees of the feast of the Concep-
tion of the Virgin. It is probable that
bishop Pedro Pérez, the presumed patron
of these paintings, was among this group
of learned clerics and, if so, it was he who
ordered the creation of an ensemble capa-
ble of expressing his devotional concerns.
It has been said that in terms of style and
layout these paintings reflect the art de-
veloped in the courts of Paris and Lon-
don from the 1240s onwards (in fact,
none of their features relate to any Castil-

ian tradition). This study puts forward
the idea that the same must be said re-
garding their iconography: at the time
these paintings were created, the ideas in-
volved and the models employed were
being elaborated and discussed in France
and England, so the artist who worked in
Salamanca must have been familiar with
them. In relation to their style and lay-
out, it has been suggested that these
paintings are a possible consequence of
the recorded stay in Castile in 1256-57
of Peter of Spain. He was the most out-
standing painter in the service of king
Henry III of England in the 1250s and
worked mainly in Westminster (both
palace and abbey). If this is the case,
could their iconographic display be also a
consequence of this English influence?
An affirmative answer without an endless
list of warnings is impossible and certain-
ly unwise, but it must be remembered
that Westminster Abbey was one of the
centers responsible for the restoration of
the feast of the Conception of the Virgin
in twelfth-century England and that Os-
bert of Clare, who was the author of
some of the foundational writings on the
doctrine of the Immaculate Conception
in the 1120s, was prior of this famous
abbey at that time.
It is clear that the paintings on the east
wall of the chapel of San Martín in the
Old Cathedral of Salamanca, signed and
dated by Antón Sánchez de Segovia in
1262 and created to dignify the altar of
this funerary chapel, presumably found-
ed by bishop Pedro Pérez, reflect an in-
ternational and avant-garde character.
This not only in their style and layout,
but also in their complex iconographic
program, which deals with the contro-
versial doctrine of the Immaculate Con-
ception and its implications, considered
at the time with great reluctance in the
rest of Castile.
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Palazzo Pitti - Galleria Palatina, Firenze (fig. 8); photo © courtesy Kunsthistorisches Museum, Wien (fig. 10); photo © courtesy Polo museale dell’Umbria,
Perugia (fig. 11); photo © courtesy Accademia Carrara, Bergamo (fig. 12);  photo © Archive F. Marcelli (fig. 13); courtesy © Hampton Court Palace -
Historic Royal Palaces (fig. 14); photos courtesy © Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, Napoli (figs. 15-16).

Further reproduction or duplication of the images is prohibited. The authors are at the disposal of those entitled for any omissions or inaccuracies in the
citation of the sources of the images. The images from the cultural institutes of the Italian State are published with the permission of Ministry of Cultural
Heritage, Activities and Tourism (MiBACT).

143

AUTHORS

Caterina Lubrano
Università degli Studi di Roma Tor Vergata, Dipartimento di
Studi Letterari, Filosofici e Storia dell’Arte, Corso di Dottorato
in Studi Comparati: Lingue, Letterature e Arti (XXXIV ciclo)
caterina.lub@hotmail.it

Catherine Vanderheyde
Université libre de Bruxelles et Université de Strasbourg
vdh@unistra.fr

Katharine Stahlbuhk
Biblioteca Hertziana Max-Planck-Institut für Kunstgeschichte
stahlbuhk@bilbhertz.it

Fernando Gutiérrez Baños
Universidad de Valladolid
fbanos@fyl.uva.es

Rafca Youssef Nasr 
Fribourg University – Lebanese University
CESCM – Poitiers University 
rafca_n@live.com

Svitlana Olianina
National Technical University of Ukraine
“Igor Sikorsky Kyiv Polytechnic Institute”
s.olianina@ukr.net

Antonetta de Robertis
Liceo Artistico Klee Barabino
antonetta.derobertis@gmail.com

Koichi Toyama
Keio University, Tokyo
koichi@gol.com

Floriana Conte
Università degli Studi di Foggia
floriana.conte@unifg.it

Marilena Luzietti
Università degli Studi di Urbino “C. Bo”
marilenaluzietti@uniurb.it

Fabio Marcelli
Università degli Studi di Perugia
fabio.marcelli@unipg.it




