
Sancha, Urraca and Elvira: the virtues and
vices of Spanish royal women 'dedicated 
to God' 
Article 

Published Version 

Walker, R. (1998) Sancha, Urraca and Elvira: the virtues and 
vices of Spanish royal women 'dedicated to God'. Reading 
Medieval Studies, XXIV. pp. 113-138. ISSN 0950-3129 
Available at https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/85040/ 

It is advisable to refer to the publisher’s version if you intend to cite from the 
work.  See Guidance on citing  .

All outputs in CentAUR are protected by Intellectual Property Rights law, 
including copyright law. Copyright and IPR is retained by the creators or other 
copyright holders. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in 
the End User Agreement  . 

www.reading.ac.uk/centaur   

CentAUR 

Central Archive at the University of Reading 

http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/71187/10/CentAUR%20citing%20guide.pdf
http://www.reading.ac.uk/centaur
http://centaur.reading.ac.uk/licence


Reading’s research outputs online



Sancha, Urraca and Elvira: the virtues and 
vices of Spanish royal women 'dedicated to 
God' 
Rose Walker 
courtauld Institute of Art 

Major changes occurred in Spain during the eleventh century on most 
fronts, and not least in the Church, where the liturgical change, from the 
Mozarabic to the Roman liturgy, was pan of far-reaching structural and 
political upheaval. All the identified major players, who form the subject 
of studies of the period, were men: from Pope Gregory VII and King 
Alfonso VI of Le6n and Castile, whose reign encompassed the most 
intense period of change, to the papal legates, the monks from Cluny, and 
the narned illuminators and scribes. It is difficult to uncover any 
contributions to this process made by women. Some royal women are 
occasionally mentioned in cbaners and chronicles, but not usually in this 
context. Yet there is a reference in the Historia Silense, which does not fit 
this pattern. This chronicle, probably completed in the early twelfth 
century, speaks of Alfonso VI's father, King Fernando, giving the 
monasteries of his kingdom (that is broadly speaking Le6n and Castile) on 
his death in 1065 to his daughters Urraca and Elvira. It says: 'He entrusted 
to his daughters all the monasteries of his whole kingdom in which they 
might live until the end of this life without being tied to a husband." It is 
important to use the His/oria Silense critically, as parts of it may well 
have been commissioned by Fernando's daughter Urraca. She cannot have 
been responsible for the finished product as it includes events which 
happened after her death in 1101 , but it incorporates substantial passages 
of identified earlier material, and the elements which deal with Fernando I, 
his Queen Sancha, and their children Urraca, Elvira, Alfonso VI and his 
brothers are all written with a bias which would accord well with Urraca 
having had considerable influence in the composition2 
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Nevertheless it seems worthwhile exploring the Hisloria Silense's claim 
that Urraca and her sisler, Elvira, were both in charge of aU the 
monasteries of Le6n and Castile during the period of the liturgical Change. 
What does this mean? There is no mention of their involvement in the 
process in any manuscript or charier or in the works of modem histOrians 
Was the claim inaccurate? Was this another case of the invisibility o[ 
women? Or was their position such that they were excluded from the 
processes of this major cbange? 

In this paper I will explore the frameworks within which these royal 
women exercised any authority given to them, and any limitations 
imposed on it. Above all I will examine their possible role in liturgical 
reform. 

*** 
Although there is very little or no attention paid to Urraca and Elvira's 
position in the works of mainstream historians of medieval Spain, there 
are some works which help us to flU in the background, notably a study of 
another Sancha, sister to Alfonso VII, by Luisa Garcia Calles. 3 Garcia 
Calles's study identifies the institutions involved as the infantados and 
traces their history. 

In the mid-tenth century Rarniro II, king of Le6n built a monastery for 
his only daughter - also called Elvira. (Fig.l) It was part of, or attached to, 
the palatine complex in Le6n and was called San Salvador de Palaz de Rey. 
The arrangement required Elvira to be 'deovora', that is literally 'vowed to 
God'. This suggests initially that he made her a nun, but the contract was 
not quite so straightforward, and Elvira was able to act in many ways 
which do not fit with our usual conception of a nun. For example she was 
regent for her young nephew Ramiro Ill, signing many royal charters - as 
regina, filia regis, or as ancilla christi, and was involved in a battle where 
defeat spelt the end of her career. Her major lasting contribution to the 
religious life of the monastery was perhaps arranging for the translation of 
the body of SI. Pelagius from C6rdoba and for the housing of the relics in 
Le6n, where he became the new titular saint of the palace monastery. 
The infantado based at Le6n - more properly called the infantado of Torio -
may have been the first infantado, but we do not have its foundation 
document, and we have to rely on documents from the Castilian infantado 
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of Covarrubias for more understanding of the contract involved. In the 
tenth century, precisely in 978, Count Garda Fernandez of Castile and his 
wife gave a gift to the Lord Jesus Christ and his saints: their daughter 
Urraca.' They gave her the monastery of SS. Cosmas and Damien at 
Covarrubias together with many estates and other monasteries 'to have 
hold, protect and defend'. ' 

From this and other sources we understand that an infantado could Only 
be held by an umnarried woman, that it was usually given to her by ber 
father, that it reverted to the male line after her marriage or death and that it 
gave her considerable wealth and power in that she controlled vast 
monastic estates and exercised judicial and economic authority in just the 
same way as the count or king himself would have done if he had nOl 
entrusted it to her. All the churchmen within the infantado are subject to 
her in all matters, including benefices, except the service at the altar.' So 
this appears to explain why these very powerful women were not involVed 
in the liturgical change. They had rights over everything else, but the 
liturgy. It is not clear, however, if this excluded all liturgical matters or 
only the mass where a priest would be required. Moreover the Count 
cannot have envisaged a situation in which the long-used Mozarabic 
liturgy would be abolished, and a new Roman liturgy introduced whicb 
brought in new texts for offices as well as masses. In any case we cannot ' 
assume that what applied in the tenth century in another location 
necessarily applied to Loon in the eleventh, and I believe that the religious 
aspects of the Le6n infantado at that later date will bear further 
examination. 

The Historia Silense tells us that '[Urraca, that is the daughter of 
Fernando I and sister of Alfonso VI] scorned carnal loves and the caresses 
of a decaying husband, living outwardly in the dress of the world, but 
inwardly united with Chris~ her true husband under monastic obedience.'" 
This quotation makes Urraca sound a very devout person, a nun in all but 
name: umnarried and celibate, under monastic obedience, and a bride of 
Christ. The only indication that she is not a nun is the frank admission 
that she did not dress as one. Her epitaph adds to this impression by 
stating that 'she loved St. Isidore above all, and subjugated herself to his 
service''? In this devotion to the titular saint of the monastery, Urraca 
follows in the footsteps of her ancestor, Elvira. and by the time of Sancha, 
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the sister of Alfonso VII, in the twelfth century the idea had grown so that 
5t. Isidore was described as Sancha's bridegroom. 

Urraca appears to have acted as the abbess of the palatine abbey, by her 
time a double monastery and re-dedicated to SI. Isidore. Her mother, 
5ancha, had also held the infantado before her marriage to Fernando I and 
was titular abbess.8 Even after her marriage Sancha seems to have retained 
something of her position and, as the Historia Silense also tells us, it was 
5ancba who persuaded Fernando I to be buried at Le6n and to build a new 
church for the purpose.9 

We do not have a copy of the rule used at San Isidoro, and consequently 
we can envisage the requirements of Urraca's 'monastic obedience' in only 
the most general terms. Indeed we have very little information on any 
nun's rule in early medieval northern Spain. One snrvives from tenth­
centnry Navarre and has been identified somewhat controversially by 
Bisbko as the rule compiled by Abbot Salvus of the monastery at A1belda, 
which lay on the Riojan frontier with Castile. ' 0 It is based on the Rule of 
5t. Benedict with the gender changed where necessary, but the greatest part 
of it comes from Smaragdus's 'Commentary on the Rule of SI. Benedict', 
and there are also significant Mozarabic liturgical elements: an ordo for the 
reception of converts and a penitential. There is no reason to think that 
this rule or one close to it would have been used in Le6n and Castile, but 
it is one possibility. Traditionally northern Spain had used ancient rules of 
Augustine, Jerome and Leander, and something more along these lines 
may have been used at Le6n, as they were in Galicia to the west of Le6n. I 
can confidently say that another text of Smaragdus, his homilies, was 
employed during the liturgical change and appeared in some of the 
transitional manuscripts, II and that the full text of Smaragdus's 
Commentary has been found in a tenth-century manuscript from the 
Castilian monastery of Silos." This extends the geographic spread of 
Smaragdus text, although not as far as Le6n. Bishko also draws attention 
to an eleventh-cenrury manuscript, which is a collection of texts including 
the Rule of Leander, de institutione virginum et contemptu mundi; at the 
end of the manuscript there are excerpts from Smaragdus's Commentary, 
which shows that this text was still in use in a monastic context in that 
cenrury. 
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Whatever rule was used atthe palatine abbey, it is unlikely that Urraca 
took any vow of poverty. Within the infantado she bad jurisdiction over a 
large amount of monastic property in the provinces of LeOn, for by this 
time the infantados of Le6n and Covarrubias had been joined. l3 We can see 
this operating when for example the monks of San Pedro de Eslonza speak 
of Urraca as the 'domina e/ senior' of their monastery - perhaps to be 
translated as; 'their most respected lord'.i 4 There are several charters 
showing this in action and Urraca was clearly a keen patron of this 
monastery. For example in 1099 she endowed it with sumptuous liturgical 
furniture and a collection of manuscripts including works popular in 
Leonese and Castilian monasteries, such as the Moralia of Job, the 
Dialogues of Pope Gregory, works of St. Isidore and one liturgiCal 
manuscript, a collection of offices. IS This indicates that she was not 
totally unconcerned with liturgical matters, although it could still mean 
that she delegated the fulfilment of her interest to monks. 

Apart from the monasteries and estates entrnsted to her with the 
infantado, which might well be considered exempt from any vow of 
poverty as they were only in trnst, she also retained property of her own. 
We can see this in a document of 1074 where Urraca and, her sister, Elvira 
gave land of their own, inherited from their father Fernando I, to the 
Bishop of Burgos. 16 Urraca and Elvira also gave away a monastery ' 
belonging to the infantado (which was supposedly not allowed) and 
replaced it with Urraca's own villa of San Julian de los Oteros del Rey.17 
However this on its own does not necessarily exclude Urraca from her 
claim to monastic obedience, since vows of poverty were often treated 
rather cavalierly, as Penelope Johnson has shown in her study of religious 
women in northern France. IS 

As to chastity, the His/oria Silense certainly claims it for Urraca, 
although, as we shall see in due course, it may have done so more as a 
defence against accusations to the contraryl9 It is the third monastic vow, 
however, obedience, which may have presented Urraca with the greatest 
problem. 

The modern view of Urraca, as it has passed into popular culture in the 
form of the film The Cid', comes from twelfth- and thirteenth-century 
sources. These were used by Men6ndez Pidal, the great Castilian historian, 
in his book on the Cid, and when he advised on the film in Hollywood.20 
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'ibis view characterises Urraca as a scheming woman who dominated her 
younger brother Alfonso VI - certainly not as a quiet, unassuming, 
obedient all-but-nun. 

At his death Fernando I had partitioned his empire between his three 
sons, the eldest Sancho was to have Castile; Alfonso, Le6n; and the 
youngest Garcia, Galicia. This arrangement did not last very long, and after 
Ibe death of their mother in 1067 Sancho and Alfonso were soon fighting 
in earnest. Nter an indecisive battle in 1068, they both turned upon Garda 
and defeated him in 1071. By the following year they were back fighting 
each other, and Alfonso was defeated, imprisoned and exiled to Toledo. 
Later the same year fortunes were reversed, when Sancho was killed during 
Ibe siege of Zamora. Castilian twelfth-century sources implicate Urraca in 
Ibis conspiracy; for example Sancho's epitaph at the monastery of Oiia 
claims that he was murdered 'by counsel of his sister'.2l Alfonso was her 
favourite,22 and she did hold lands near.the city of Zamora where Sancho 
was killed, but the rest is speculation. 

Although we cannot be sure of these accusations, they make us uneasy 
with the devout image ofUrraca portrayed in the His/aria Silense. I should 
now like to look at the works of art that she commissioned, and to 
consider what view of her they convey. 

We have only one object which is securely tied to her and that is a 
liturgical work of art: a chalice presented to the church of San Isidoro at 
Le6n. It carries the inscription IN NOMINE D[OMI]NI 'VRRACA 
FREDINA[N]DI that is: 'in the name of the Lord, Urraca [daughter of] 
Fernando'.'3 It is formed from a cup and a dish of sardonyx bound by gold 
mounts and straps. Several gems, as well as pearls and a crystal, are set 
into the gold work together with a white paste-glass head in the manner of 
a classical cameo. It is undated, but experts broadly agree that it was 
probably produced towards the end of the eleventh century. It seems to 
have been intended for the church of St. Isidore from the beginning and to 
have stayed there until the present day. As a piece of liturgical furniture 
linked to San Isidoro, this chalice may be able to tell us something more 
about Urraca's role at the monastery. 

All Urraca's recorded patronage took place within the framework of the 
infantado. In addition to the chalice, there is a description, from an 
eighteenth-century visitor to Le6n, of a large crucifix which stood on the 
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a11ar of SI. Isidore. It was destroyed at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century in the wars of independence. The description says that it Was 
encrusted with gold and precious stones - presumably using several of the 
techniques apparent in the chalice. It also had an inscription 'Mercy. Urraca 
daughter of King Fernando and Queen Sancha', and at the foot of the cross 
there was a figure of Urraca with her hands joined in prayer.24 If this was 
recorded accurately, Urraca was assiduous in promoting her pious 'image 
and in displaying her patronage. 

Her epitaph in the church of SI. Isidore attributes more works to her 
but unfortunately rather vaguely. It says 'she enlarged this church and 
enriched it with many gifts'.25 These few words have led to many 
interpretations. Some scholars have maintained that she was responsible 
for part of the re-building of the main church including for example this 
south door. But they are not many, for few would date it before the first 
quarter of the eleventh century. - therefore after her death in 11 01. There is 
more support for the idea that she may have arranged for the building of 
the Pante6n of the kings, the royal mausoleum of the kings of Loon. She 
has been thought responsible for all or part of its structure and for the 
paintings which cover its walls26 

Although Urraca's patronage is closely tied to the infantado, benefiting 
mainly San Pedro de Eslonza outside San Isidoro itself, patronage does nOl 
seem to have been a traditional requirement of the position. Although 
previous holders may well have commissioned the occasional work of art, 
there is no evidence that any previous incumbent was a major patron. In 
the past the buildings, and possibly their contents, were apparently 
provided by the male members of the family. For example, we have no 
evidence of Urraca's mother, Sancha, acting as a patron during her 
occupancy, nor does the Historia Silense describe her as a patron of the 
church. We know that Sancha was involved in patronage during her 
marriage, most significantly on her own as the commissioner of a Liber 
Diumus for herself and her husband. She is shown on the verso of folio 3 
conducting the presentation of the book to Fernando.27 Inside, however, it 
clearly says that the book is for King Fernando and Queen Sancha. There 
is a colophon giving the date and names of the scribes, but no other 
dedication, so J think that we can be fairly confident that this was a 
personal object not one presented to the church of the infantado. We have 
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no other evidence of Sancha acting as a patron on her own. A thirteenth­
century chronicle, Chronican mundi, by Lucas of Tuy, which reports the 
gift of the infantados to Urraca and her sister on the condition that they 
remain urunarried, adds another condition: 'that they adorn the churches'." 
In this chronicle Lucas of Tuy also mentions the patronage of one of 
Urraca's successors, Sancha, the sister of Alfonso VII. By her time 
patronage appears to have become an integral part of ruling the infantado, 
but it may be anachronistic to ascribe it to Urraca. On the other hand, 
given Fernando's own avid patronage - there are records of him and his 
queen furnishing the church of San Isidoro with luxurious objects - and 
given his daughter Urraca's own donations, it does seem likely that this 
was the period when the infantado became a focus for patronage29 

I have argued elsewhere that Urraca, probably with her father's initial 
encouragement, expanded the role of the infantado so that it came to 
concentrate on royal intercession and the enrichment of its church and 
mausoleum. 3o Although the monastery may have traditionally offered 
prayers for members of the royal family of Le6n, I have also claimed that 
it was only under Urraca that it became responsible for the maintenance of 
a large scale programme of interoession which centred on her dead father, 
Fernando I. 

In both these characteristics, responsibility for patronage and 
intercession, I believe that Urraca was emulating the German gueens and 
princesses who were responsible for the expiation of the sins and 
interoession for the soul of the dead king and his dynasty. The enrichment 
of a royal mausoleum was an important feature of this responsibility, and 
one highlighted by those who idealised the German royal women. The 
Epitaphium, written by abbot Odilo of Cluny in praise of the Empress 
Adelheid, cites virtues very similar to those claimed by Urraca.31 It 
describes how she enriched a monastery with buildings, gold and gems, 
precious vestments and other various furnishings. Although the Histaria 
Silense does not use any of these exact phrases, similar vocabulary and 
ideals are present in its statement that '[Urraca] spent all the moments of 
her life in the realization of her most beloved task: adorning the sacred 
altars with gold and silver and precious stones and sacerdotal vestments.'32 
Whether Urraca had access to this text through the C1uniac monks who 
came to implement the liturgical reform or only to its ideals, I believe that 
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the similarity suggests that she was influenced by the Cluniac philoSOPhy. 
Adelbeid was so highly regarded at Cluny, where she and the emperor for 
whose soul she interceded, were honoured socii, that in 1097 Pope Urban 
n canonised her. Fernando I, Urraca's father, was honoured by the abbey of 
Cluny on the very same level as the German imperial family, and Urraca 
may have aspired to Adelbeid's status. This may also explain why she 
commissioned a chalice in a style which clearly belonged to a German 
imperial tradition. 

If my arguments are correct, and Urraca took responsibility for 
intercession for her father's soul on the scale of that conducted by imperial 
queens, she had an important liturgical role. None of this, however, gives 
her a role in liturgical reform in Le6n, and it is generally thought that 
women were not important players in this movement. Many of the 
monastic reformers were suspicious of women in the traditional sense as 
daughters of Eve who were a. threat to their souls. Moreover the reform 
movement operated ultimalely against women, as nuns suffered in status 
when the reforms were fully implemented in the twelfth century. Monastic 
patrons increasingly demanded masses for their souls rather than prayers of 
intercession, and nuns, who could not themselves be ordained, could 
supply these only by hiring a priest. This was, however, in the future, and 
these concerns would presumably not have troubled a double monastery 
like San Isidoro at Le6n in Urraca's time. 

I am now going to introduce some comparative material, which may 
throw light on the situation at Loon, but which also has intrinsic interest 
for our subject because it shows that it was not impossible for women in 
northern Spain at this time to have influence and possibly power over 
liturgical matlers in general and reform in particular. 

If we compare Urraca's position with that of a contemporary woman -
indeed her relative - in another kingdom of northern Spain, Arag6n, we 
will see what could be achieved. The king of Arag6n, Sancho Rarnfrez V, 
had three sisters: also unhelpfully called Urraca, Sancha and Teresa. The 
sarcopbagus of the second sister, Sancha, very probably depicts her, and it 
has been suggesled that the figures flanking her are the other two siSletS. 
(Plale 1, p.123)33 They could just as well be siSlers of the other sort, nuns 
of Santa Cruz, attending their senior member in death. It was not unusual 
for depictions of royal figures at this time to be accompanied by 
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amtbearers or maids, for example in one of the wall paintings in the 
Pante6n at Le6n or in the manuscript illuminations of the Liber 
Testamentorum from Oviedo. 

A doubtful charter records that the eldest sister, Urraca, was given by ber 
father, Ramiro, in c.106O to the convent of Santa Cruz de los Ser6s 
which, it says, operated under the Rule of SI. Benedict (the name, San~ 
Cruz de los Ser6s, is a corruption of Santa Cruz de los Sorores, SI. Cross 
of the Sisters).3. The convent lies near Jaca, just below the Pyrennees, and 
was a dependency of San Juan de la Pena, which was probably the fIrst 
monastery in Arag6n to adopt the Roman liturgy in 1071. We do not bave 
any copies of the Rule used at Santa Cruz, and so we do not know if it 
used a straightforward adaptation of the Rule of SI. Benedict for nuns or a 
synthesised version like abbot Salvo's rule. Arag6n is nearer to the 
kingdom of Navarre, and consequently Albelda, than the much more distant 
kingdom of Loon, but the evi.dence remains circumstantial. Whether the 
charter is correct or not, it is recorded that the Aragonese Urraca left ber 
property to, and was buried at, Santa Cruz de los Seros, although her tomb 
bas been destroyed3s In any case there appears to be nothing unusual 
about this possible arrangement and it need not detain us. The history of 
the third sister, Teresa, is even more uncertain, and we will not be 
considering ber. 

The second sister, Sancha, born around 1045, was given in marriage to 
Count Ermengol lIT of Urgel probably in 1062. Sbe was his third, or 
maybe even his fourth wife, and they had no cbildren. He died in battle in 
1065, leaving Sancha a wealthy widow. Again not unusually, she went to 
live, at least part of the time, in a convent, in her case at Santa Cruz. It 
has been recognised that widows were often in an ambiguous position,36 
but Sancba's case is especially paradoxical. 

In documents sbe generally used the title comitissa or domina or more 
formally filia regis Ranimiri et Ermisende regine, daugbter of Ramiro and 
Ermisende, wbicb more exactly defIned ber social statuS.37 Her religious 
position was given only as 'handmaid of Mary, mother of God'.38 Sbe was 
not officially abbess of Santa Cruz - indeed a nun held this position, but it 
was ber name whicb beaded documents dealing with the purchase or sale of 
land or other property, and those whicb wimessed donations. Yet there also 
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appears to have been a degree of consultation as some charters say 'with 
the agreement of all the servants of God'. 39 

Sancha does not seem to have been a nun strictly speaking any more 
than Urraca of Le6n - perhaps even less. This depiction on her tomb, if 
that is what it is, is puzzling in that she appears to be dressed as a nun 
rather than as a royal woman. Unfortunately we do not known how Urraca 
was dressed in her image at the base of the crucifix in San Isidoro; we have 
only the Historia Silense's statement that she lived outwardly in the dress 
of the world. 

Like Urraca, Sancha is unlikely to have taken a vow of poverty as she 
owned considerable property; she gave most of this to Santa Cruz, but she 
retained some which was to be handed over to the convent on her death.'" 
She was an important figure at court and was a witness to several royal 
charters, especially for her nephew Pedro 1.41 There is nothing so very 
unusual about her circumstances so far'. They could be compared with the 
situation of many rich widows, who may have wished to avoid a second 
marriage or to live with family members already in a convent. There are, 
however, texts which imply her involvement in the process of liturgical 
change in Arag6n. There seems to have been much less resistance to the 
change from the Mozarabic to the Roman liturgy in this kingdom, and it 
happened earlier, perhaps because there was a less powerful establishment 
with which to contend and a greater tradition of reform. Some historians 
believe that Sancha's grandfather - the one she shared with Urraca of Le6n -
introduced some reform, but the evidence is weak. Sancho Ramirez's 
father, Ramiro, was esteemed by the monks of Cluny and may have begun 
to introduce the Roman liturgy, but again there is no reliable evidence. It 
was Sancho Ramirez himself who, according to a letter from the Pope 
congratulating him, introduced the Roman liturgy into San Juan de la 
Peila, in 1071. Sancho Ramirez had also, early in his reign in 1068, 
visited Rome and submitted Arag6n to papal protection declaring himself a 
miles Sancti Petri.42 That was under Pope Alexander II, and, twenty years 
later, Sancho converted that status into vassalage and paid an annual tribute 
to the Pope Urban 1143 

It is not surprising, therefore, that towards the end of his life in 1094, 
Sancho Ramirez was mentioned in a bull of Pope Urban II, which was 
addressed to the abbot of San Juan de la Peila. Urban calls him 'our very 
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dear friend, King Sancho' and asks the abbot to greet him on his behalf" 
What is much more remarkable is that the Pope also sends his greetings to 
Sancho's sister, the CounleSS Sancha. This has been widely interpreted as 
indicating that Sancha was closely involved in the reform Programme. 
Popes were not in the habit of sending their affectionate greetings to 
women, even royal ones, and it does seem reasonable to deduce that Sancha 
must have supported her brother in his reform of the church in some very 
significant way. 

This impression is reinforced by two very unusual charlers. One dates 
from lO82 in which the Augustinian Rule is introduced into San Pedro de 
Siresa, a venerable and learned monastery previously under the Benedictine 
order. The reform is clearly the initiative of Sancho Ramirez, and the 
charter states that Siresa will be a royal chapel and that the king will 
defend its interests against the bishop. Sancha is included in the list of 
signatories, ranked above the Counts of Barcelona and described as 'domna 
Sancia comitissa atque sorore regis presidente in Siresia'45 This is so 
extraordinary that one might be inclined to dismiss it as an error, but the 
designation is repealed in a document of 1093 in which Sancho Ramirez 
arbitrates between San Pedro de Siresa and the bishop of Jaca, where 
Sancha is again described as 'presidente in Siresia'.46 Moreover this is not 
an isolaled occurrence; there are four other recorded instances all involving 
women in Arag6n in the late eleventh or early twelfth centuries47 This 
presents us with a conundrum, as a woman in such a post, in charge of a 
male monastery, would offend against canon law. There is no explanation 
of Sancha's responsibilities or powers, and I have not so far found any 
evidence which might throw light on what the designation 'in presidente' 
meant. The word has three meanings one literally 'to sit in front of which 
might suggest that she presided over meetings, and seems unlikely. 
Another would imply managing the monastery, but the documents show 
that Siresa had a prior to run it on a day to day basis. The third suggests 
guarding the monastery, watching over i~ and defending it. This seems the 
most likely sense: that Sancha stood in for her brother the King in his role 
as defender of the rights of the monastery should they be challenged by the 
bishop. 

In another charter of lO82, Sancha is described even more improbably as 
'in sede episcopali Iruniensis in comendatio' that is having in trust the see 
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of the bishopric of Pamplona.48 Another document even says that she 
governed the bishopric. This situation is explained in part by a conflict 
between Sancho Ramirez and his younger brother Garcia, bishop of Jaca 
and Pamplona. Sancha was closely involved in this dispute, supporting 
one brother against the other· just as Urraca of Le6n had, although not 
with such fatal consequences. With Sancha's complicity, Garcia was 
accused of treason against Sancho Ramirez, on the grounds that he had 
conspired with Alfonso VI of Le6n and Castile to attack a castle in 
Arag6n. Garcia was excommunicated for 'conspiring to destroy the church', 
and stripped of his control of Pamplona; the Counless Sancha was put in 
his place49 This situation was not allowed to continue, unlike the 
presidency of Siresa, and by 1084 Frotardo, the papal legate, had arranged 
for a new bishop of Pamplona, this time a French monk. Nevertheless 
Sancha does not seem to have been damaged in any way by her 
intervention in political and church affairs. 

One of the reasons for Sancha's apparent inviolability may have been 
that she was seen to take the vow of obedience seriously, and to maintain 
the virtue of humility even while she held positions of considerable power. 
Sancha appears to have deferred to her brother in all matters quite willingly 
and spoke of him with great affection as more a father than a brother.so All 
her positions were given to her by her brother, and we have no evidence of 
any disagreement between them. Her reputation could not be more different 
from that of Urraca of Loon. 

Unlike Urraca, Sancha does not seem to have carried any major 
responsibility for intercession for her parents souls or for other members 
of the family, and her chosen residence, Santa Cruz, was not a royal 
mausoleum. She did ask the nuns to offer prayers, but this was the extent 
of her involvement. When she gave property to Santa Cruz de los Ser6s it 
was with the formula 'for the salvation and redemption of my soul and 
those of my father and mother and all my relations and for the remission of 
their sins and those of my lord king Sancho'." But this is no more than 
an accepted formula and does not imply anything beyond the expectation of 
the nuns' prayers on behalf of those mentioned· a normal requirement to 
accompany a gift. 

Sancha also differs from Urraca in that she has left us no imposing 
works of art exclusively linked with her. She made two recorded donations 
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to the fabric of buildings. One, to the cathedral at Jaca in an undated 
document, was not for any specific purpose but rather for the work in 
general.52 The cathedral at Jaca had been consecrated in 1063,53 but it is 
currently believed that most of the extant work dates from the twelfth 
century, so we cannot point to any work and say that it was probably paid 
for by Sancha. The second donation, to be given after her death, was for 
the fabric of the church at Santa Cruz de los Ser6s, and again most of the 
building has been dated to the twelfth century.54 There is no mention of 
Sancha commissioning manuscripts or liturgical furniture. It was not that 
rich works were not produced for women in Arag6n; there is, for example, 
a bookcover commissioned by Sancho Ramirez's wife, 'Felicia of Roucy. 
This sophisticated work displays consummate skill in ivory carving and 
metalwork, as well as incorporating a Byzantine ivory. It is clearly tied to 
Felicia by the inscription on the Romanesque ivory,s5 

Sancha's only monument is, therefore, her sarcophagus. This is now 
also though~ on stylistic grounds, to have been carved several years alter 
her death. 56 If that is correct, it suggests that Sancha and her sisters 
remained very important to Santa Cruz long alter their deaths, and that the 
sarcophagus may, therefore, still tell us something of how Sancha was 
regarded. The iconography of the three women is unusual, and there seems 
little doubt that it is intended to represent Sancha; that the attendant figures 
are her sisters is less sure, especially as they had separate tombs 
(incidentally the sarcophagus now contains three sets of bones alter the 
destruction of the other sarcophagi). (Plate 1) The other images on this 
side of the sarcophagus, which is divided into three sections, are concerned 
with the process of death: clergy presumably conducting the office of the 
dead, and Sancha's soul, portrayed as a small naked figure in a mandorla, 
being received into heaven by two angels. One end of the sarcophagus 
displays two griffins, and the other a crismon which was the royal signum 
of Arag6n, and is also found above the west door at Jaca Cathedral and in a 
cruder form at the church of Santa Cruz. 

The carvings on the other side of the sarcophagus are the most difficult 
to understand: the structure is again tripartite, and under two of the arches 
two knights on horses ride towards each other with spears; under the third 
arch a man battles to control a lion.(Plate 2, p.129)57 One interpretation 
which has been offered for this would fit our knowledge of Sancha rather 
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well. Maldonado bas seen in the cbivalric battle an opposition between the 
vice superbia and the virtue humilitas. Tbe borsemen bad previously been 
viewed as just a scene from contemporary life, or as Christian figbting 
muslim - a1thougb there is little to differentiate the riders - or even as two 
saints, Mercury of Cappadocia and Julian the Apostate. Maldonado 
proposed instead that this is a psychomachia - a battle between a virtue and 
a vice, wbich is a mucb more convincing interpretation in a funerary 
context. Sbe based her explanation on the identification of one borseman 
as David, personifying bumility, and the other as Goliath, personifying 
pride and the devil, but I do not think that the biblical identifications are 
necessary to justify the superbia-humilitas oPposition.58 If we return for a 
moment to the Nuns' Rule of Abbot Salvo, we will find that it includes a 
large portion of Smaragdus' Commentary dealing with a twelve-rung ladder 
of bumility. Smaragdus explicitly states that pride leads to bell, and 
bumility to beaven, promising .that 'be wbo lives in pride will after death 
descend bumiliated into hell' while 'the glory of the kingdom of beaven 
will take up all those wbo live with a bumble spirit'.59 Smaragdus also 
uses a military metaphor: 'not only soldiers are called to the greatest war, 
but also others' - surely appropriate for a woman's sarcopbagus - arid, 
'armed with the twelve steps of bumility we sbould rise and go to war with 
the devil', and 'rejoicing and triumpbant we will ascend by the twelve steps 
of bumility to the kingdom of beaven'. It is possible to see both 
metapbors on Sancba's sarcophagus, the spiritual battle and then the bappy 
soul reaching heaven.6o If this interpretation is correct, Sancha's 
monument spoke eloquently of ber monastic virtues. 

It is clear from our examination of Sancha's life that Sancho Ramirez 
placed absolute trust in bis sister - and probably not a great deal in anyone 
else. Sancha did not bold an official position in the family, and no 
institution similar to the infantado seems to bave existed in Arag6n. Indeed 
as a ·widow Sancba could not bave filled a position wbicb required 
virginity. One possible explanation for this close brother/sister 
relationship could be sougbt in their ancestry. For Sancbo and Sancba, as 
grandcbildren of Sancbo the Great, had Basque blood. It is mucb disputed 
and difficult to prove, but the Basques are thougbt to bave operated a 
matrilineal system of inheritance in which the sister's property passed to 
ber brother's cbildren not to ber own.6l Sucb a background might also 
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have made Fernando I, who had the same roots, sympathetic to the 
infantado in LeOn. In any case in Arag6n we have found a woman deeply 
involved in church reform. Moreover she achieved this without incurring 
any disapproval - indeed she received the highest papal approbation for it. 
Modem historians continue to speak well of Sancha, and in Arag6n she is 
celebrated almost as a hausheiliger. 

In view of the scope given to Sancha in Arag6n. it seems improbable 
that Urraca in Le6n could have been excluded totally from the processes of 
liturgical change, especially when we consider that she already held official 
responsibility for the monasteries of the kingdom through a more 
established and powerful position than any held by Sancha. If she had 
access to the wealth and connections required to commission major works 
of art. and chose to have herself conspicuously portrayed in one of them, it 
seems unlikely that she would have easily accepted any change with which 
she did not agree. If we take all this imo account, I think it can help us to 
identify Urraca's hand in the reform process in Le6n. 

In 1080 Pope Gregory VII wrote a letter of complaint to Alfonso VI 
expressed in very strong terms and sent via Abbot Hugh of Cluny. It was 
occasioned by a major reversal in the introduction of the Roman liturgy 
into Le6n and Castile. The abbey of Sahagun, which was to have been the 
flagship of the reform, had rebelled and the programme seemed to be on the 
point of collapse. Gregory blamed this on a monk from Cluny, Robert, 
who was acting as advisor to Alfonso VI and who had been installed as 
abbot of Sahagun. He also accused an unnamed 'perfidious woman' 
(perditam /eminam), Robert's helper·2 Gregory asked the King to give up 
the incestuous love of a woman, and, in a separate sentence, to repudiate 
the illicit marriage into which he had entered with his wife's relative. 

It is now widely accepted that the Pope was referring to Alfonso's 
second wife, Constance of Burgundy, who was related to his first wife 
Agnes of Aquitaine in the fourth degree.63 Although this interpretation is 
initially convincing, the arguments against it are many: first that the 
marriage was not annulled, and that Alfonso remained married to 
Constance until her death· ' After the reform was accomplished, the 
question of Alfonso's marriage was left with the papal legate and never 
mentioned again. A second stronger argument is that Constance chose to 
be buried at Sahagun, where she had built a palace, bath and church, after 
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the monastery had heen most successfully refonned65 An unusual choice 
of site, if that place had almost destroyed her reputation and her marriage. 
Moreover Constance's known activities in the refonn movement are all On 
the side of the Roman liturgy - even excessively so. It was she who was 
supposed to have worked with Archbisbop Bernard in Toledo to seize the 
previous mosque for Christian worsbip, and much earlier, hefore the crisis 
of 1080, sbe wrote to a Frencb monk Adelelm of Chaise-Dieu asking bim 
'to bring about tranquillity'66 As the niece of Abbot Hugb of Cluny we 
would expect no less of her. 

It is possible that Pope Gregory may either bave heen confused by bis 
infonnants, or be may bave heen linking two issues together. Wben be 
spoke of incest, Gregory used a quotation from the Bible concerning King 
Solomon: 'women make wise men apostates' (Siracb 19.2). He may have 
cbosen it just hecause of the apt reference to apostates, but be could also 
have selected it hecause Solomon bad too many wives. As the book of 
Kings says (IKings 11.3) 'be bad seven bundred wives, princesses, and 
three hundred concubines: and his wives turned away his heart.' A muslim 
source accuses Urraca of baving an incestuous relationsbip with ber 
brother, King Alfonso VI.67 Wbether this was true, or whether she merely 
dominated bim and bis decisions to the extent that everyone thought that 
they had a sexual relationship, is not crucial to us. Such a rumour might 
have heen sufficient to evoke Gregory's rebuke. Certainly Urraca seems a 
much more plausible candidate for the 'perfidious woman' than Abbot 
Hugh's niece. Sbe bad an important position within the status quo, and, 
therefore, might have well tried to dissuade Alfonso from abolishing the 
Mozarabic liturgy. Sbe would also bave had the power-base from wbich to 
conduct sucb a campaign and a legitimate interest in the monasteries under 
her control. She may have thought that it posed a threat to her position, 
indeed in that Alfonso decided to he buried at Sahagun, and not with his 
father at Le6n, the liturgical cbange may have destroyed tbe central 
importance of San Isidoro to the ruling family. This explanation provides 
not only another reason for the abuse wbich was later heaped on Urraca, 
but also - given that Urraca and the palatine cburcb would bave heen forced 
to confonn with the rest of Alfonso's kingdom, wben the Roman liturgy 
was imposed - a rationale for ber eagerness to bave berself portrayed as 
chaste and obedient. 
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We have now looked quite extensively at Ille spheres in which Illese 
Spanisb royal women operated. Tbey had a great deal in common in Illat 
Illey were bolll sisters of Ille most important Spanish monarchs of Illeir 
time, broillers who changed Ille shape of norillem Spain, introduced 
reform, and promoted Ille pilgrimage and oiller links willl France and Italy 
across Ille Pyrellees. Bolll women lived willlin a monastic framework, and 
bolll reached far beyond it. Eacb owned considerable property, and became 
involved politically in opposing anoiller broiller. It appears relatively 
unimportant Illat only one of Illem married. 

Yet Illere are differences. Sancba apparently convinced contemporaries 
and later historians Illat she was a virtuous Sister, and ber only monument 
attests 10 Illis. Urraca, on Ille oiller band, expended considerable wealill and 
effort in presenting herself as an ideal royal sister, but succeeded only in 
being demonised. This may have been a fair judgement, but it could 
equally be a case of women being viewed as good or bad depending on Ille 
degree to which Illey accepted Illeir subordinate position in society." 
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