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Like a Psalter for a Queen: Sancha, Melisende and the New Testament Cycle in 
the Chapter-House at Sijena 
JUAN NAYA AND MANUEL CASTIÑEIRAS 
 
This article discusses the paintings of the chapter-house of Sijena, most of which were 
destroyed by fire in 1936. To this end, the paper makes use of earlier photographic material, 
proposes a new reading of the biblical cycle, reconstructs the architectural and ornamental 
setting of the chapter-house and examines the historical and largely unknown liturgical context 
that lay behind the selection of images. The striking correspondence between the New 
Testament cycle at Sijena and the prefatory cycle of miniatures in the Melisende Psalter (1131-
1143), as well as the use in the nunnery of a liturgy based on that of the canons regular of the 
Holy Sepulchre and the presence of a Lignum crucis in the chapter-house, sheds light on 
Sijena’s links to the art and liturgy of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and on Queen Sancha’s 
motives as patron of this Hospitaller foundation. Thus, we hope to present a holistic 
interpretation of the chapter-house in relation to queenship, pious devotion, and the evocation 
of the Holy Land. This ultimately points up the cross-cultural interests of the Kingdom of 
Aragon and its developing projection into the Mediterranean. 
 
Keywords: Sijena, Queen Sancha, Melisende, Crusader Art, Hospitallers, Genealogies of 
Christ, Holy Sepulchre, Lignum Crucis, Queenship. 
 
The chapter-house of the monastery of Santa María de Sijena (Huesca) (Fig. 1) is an outstanding 
example of late Romanesque painting in Spain. It can be reconstructed in large part despite the 
extensive damage it suffered as the result of a fire in 1936, during the Spanish Civil War. Its 
extensive iconographic programme was probably commissioned by Queen Sancha of Aragon 
during her long retirement in the monastery (1197-1208), following the death of her husband, 
King Alfonso the Troubadour (1157-1196). The hybrid character of these paintings – stylistically 
somewhere between late-12th-century English illumination and the artistic traditions of the 
Eastern Mediterranean – has already stimulated an intense debate over the sources of the imagery 
and the identity of the artists. Notwithstanding this attention, however, there has been no attempt 
to assess this extraordinary pictorial space, which combined Old and New Testament narratives 
beneath a lavish coffered ceiling, as a whole. The loss of much of the work during the fire – nearly 
all the New Testament cycle and the whole of the mudejar wooden ceiling were destroyed – as 
well as the subsequent removal of the surviving paintings for exhibition at the Museu National 
d’Art de Catalunya, have hindered assessment of the painted chapterhouse as it might have 
appeared when first completed.1  

A virtual reconstruction of the Romanesque chapter-house was recently undertaken as 
part of El sueño de Sijena (The Sijena Dream, 2020). This consists of a documentary film directed 
by Jesús Garcés Lambert, and produced by Juan Naya and Javier Atance, for which a range of 
graphic material belonging to the period prior to the 1936 fire was assembled and examined (Fig. 
2). Some of this had not been previously published and it led, in turn, to our coming to novel 
conclusions as to the original layout of the pictorial cycle. 
 Until now, Karl Schuler’s work has offered the most persuasive reconstruction of the New 
Testament series.2 However, the discovery of certain new details led us to a better understanding 
of how the narrative was coordinated with the architecture of the chapter-house. In particular, 
thanks to the discovery of a photograph taken in 1918 by the Catalan architect, Lluís Domènech 
i Montaner, we were able to reconstruct in its entirety the scene of the Three Women at the 
Sepulchre (south wall), which included a depiction of a group of soldiers sleeping beneath the 
tomb (Fig. 3). Secondly, the intriguing remains of painting visible in a black and white photograph 
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belonging to the Arxiu Amatller d’Art Hispànic in Barcelona allow us to propose that the west 
wall (counter-façade) was probably covered by a large painted composition devoted to Pentecost 
(Figs 4 a-b). Moreover, comparison of the extensive and unusual ensemble of New Testament 
scenes with that of certain 12th-century devotional psalters belonging to queens argued for a new 
interpretation of the role played by Queen Sancha in the commissioning of the paintings. This last 
also underlines their debt to Crusader art.  

The status of Sijena as a nunnery belonging to the Order of St John of Jerusalem and its 
pictorial connections with the art of the Holy Land has already been singled out by Dulce Ocón.3 
We now intend to extend this hypothetical Crusader link and look at its broader ramifications. To 
this end, a study of the monastic Breviary that survives in a printed version of 1547, copied from 
a medieval manuscript kept at Sijena, enables one to reconstruct the yearly liturgy and the spiritual 
life of the nuns.4 This text follows a liturgy based on the rite of the canons regular of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem, as was generally used in houses belonging to the Order of St John, and 
sheds light on the peculiar choice of certain scenes in the iconographic programme. Moreover, 
Queen Sancha donated a reliquary of the Lignum Crucis which was displayed in the chapter-
house. Ultimately, as will see, the chapter-house evokes the sacred topography of the Holy Land. 
It is an extraordinary example of the cross-cultural art produced in the Mediterranean around the 
year 1200, and was the result of Queen Sancha’s devotion.  
 
ASSEMBLING THE PUZZLE: THE NEW TESTAMENT CYCLE  
Although the rich and suggestive set of paintings of Sijena has been the subject of countless 
studies, scholars have usually concerned themselves with style, chronology and iconography, 
while descriptions of the decorative programme are usually partial or incomplete. Furthermore, 
most modern literature on Sijena follows a trend set by Anglo-American scholarship in which the 
imagery is largely interpreted in terms of its English connections. Thus, Walter Oakeshott, in his 
seminal study of 1972, focused on the Old Testament cycle, located on the spandrels of the five 
diaphragm arches (Fig. 5). These scenes were relatively well preserved, and had been well 
documented in Gudiol’s black and white photographs of 1936, allowing Oakeshott to develop his 
hypothesis of a direct relationship between the Sijena paintings and the artists of the Winchester 
Bible (of c. 1185), in particular with the work of the so-called Morgan Master.5 However, 
Oakeshott shied away from attempting to figure out the order of scenes belonging to the lost cycle 
of the New Testament. This cycle, carried on the walls of the chapter-house, was already 
fragmentary in 1936 and following the fire no more than a few patches of paint remained on the 
south wall. Furthermore, Oakeshott’s reconstruction of the genealogical portrait series on the 
soffits of the five arches followed Matthew (1, 1-17) on the outmost northern arches (I-II) and 
Luke (3, 23-38) on the remaining three (III-V), but was partial and failed to comment on the 
semantic significance of the inclusion of the ancestors of Christ in a programme that aimed to 
link the two Testaments.6 
 The only real attempt to cover all aspects of the figurative programme of the chapter-
house was made by Karl Schuler in his 1994 Ph.D. thesis. Combining textual, graphic and 
epigraphic material, this American scholar was not only able to propose a more accurate 
reconstruction of the New Testament cycle but also provided a broader vision of the original 
extent of the biblical genealogies.7 While Oakeshott thought that ‘the series of portraits amounted 
originally to seventy’ (five arches with fourteen portraits on each), Schuler argued that they were 
actually eighty.8 Schuler deserves credit goes for offering a more integrated view of the different 
cycles. He both highlighted the intrinsic relationship between the three main cycles and drew 
attention to Peter Comestor’s Historia Scholastica (1169-1176) as the key to a comprehensive 
reading of the pictorial ensemble.9 Moreover, Schuler pointed out the importance of the Kufic 
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inscriptions invoking the sovereignty of God and prosperity, displayed on the first three bays (N-
S) of the mudejar coffered ceiling.10 Schuler was nevertheless very cautious in his approach, and 
most of his insights remained relatively undeveloped. He also occasionally missed details. The 
fourth bay of the chapter-house, for instance, included a precious Kufic inscription on the edge 
of the boards to set alongside the others (Fig. 6). 
 As far as Spanish scholarship is concerned, recent discussion has been overshadowed by 
debate on the ownership of the paintings, and their state of conservation.11 Nonetheless, there has 
been significant interest in the monument as a royal foundation and pantheon since the 19th 
century. A milestone was the book published by Mariano de Pano in 1883 recording priceless 
information on the state of the chapter-house at the end of the 19th century. Although at that time 
the only paintings were those on the five arches, de Pano was responsible for the discovery of 
scenes that were previously hidden under plaster in the upper register of the north wall. These 
consisted of the Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity, and Annunciation to the Shepherds (Figs 7 a-
d), where de Pano was also able to read and publish the inscriptions accompanying the Nativity 
– ‘JOSEPH, FILII DAVID, NOLI TIMERE’ (Matthew 1:20-21) and ‘GLORIA IN ALTISSIMIS DEO’ (Luke 
11:14) – and the Annunciation, ‘ANNUCIO VOBIS GAUDIUM MAGNUM QUIA NATUS EST VOBIS 
(HODIE SALVATOR)’ (Luke 2:10).12 Furthermore, de Pano found enough evidence to anticipate 
the recovery of other New Testament scenes under the plaster of the south wall (Crucifixion, Visit 
to the Sepulchre, Christ carrying the Cross) and the east wall (Presentation in the Temple, 
Temptations of Christ).13 His description of the chapter-house interior is the most detailed source 
for the lost aesthetic splendour of the room, with gilded-metallic stars and haloes on a blue 
background,14 golden borders framing the arches and dividing the two registers of paintings on 
the interior walls, and globes hanging from the ceiling.15   
 In more recent decades, Spanish scholarship has focused on the relationship between 
Sijena and another English manuscript dated to the end of the 12th century, the Anglo-Catalan 
Psalter (Paris, BN, ms. Lat. 8846) (Fig. 8). In terms of style, chronology and iconography, the 
opening folios of this codex, made in the scriptorium of Christ Church Cathedral at Canterbury 
between 1180 and 1190, compare very well to most of painted scenes at Sijena. The fact that this 
psalter was completed by the Catalan painter, Ferrer Bassa (from fol. 72v) during the middle third 
of the 14th century, has led scholars to speculate as to the possible arrival of the manuscript in 
Aragon at an early date.16 Its potential presence in the royal monastery of Sijena when the chapter-
house was painted makes it a possible source for the pictorial programme.17  
 Notwithstanding the similarities with the Canterbury Psalter, the parallels are not 
exhaustive; indeed they extend to no more than a selection of images, namely the four scenes of 
the childhood of Christ. The manuscript certainly does not provide a model for the complete 
sequence at Sijena. Sijena omits scenes related to the Creation of the World, nor does it feature 
an extensive cycle of the Ministry of Christ, or an intricate Tree of Jesse, all elements that 
characterize the Canterbury Psalter. Instead, Sijena stresses Easter, while the succession of New 
Testament scenes seems to shape a cycle based on the main feasts of the liturgical year.  
 
SIJENA AND MELISENDE PSALTER 
It is this relationship with the liturgy that suggests a link between the lost New Testament cycle 
at Sijena and another 12th-century psalter, that of Queen Melisende of Jerusalem (London, British 
Library, Egerton MS 1139).18 The introductory cycle of images of this psalter, which consists of 
twenty-three New Testament scenes plus an image of the Deesis, appears to have been one of the 
bases for the creation of the twenty-nice scenes that shaped Sijena’s New Testament (Figs 9-10)  
 Firstly, the sequence and the arrangement of scenes in both the psalter and the chapter-
house match each other rather well. In the Melisende Psalter the order is as follows: Annunciation 
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(fol. 1r), Visitation (fol. 1v), Nativity (fol. 2r), Adoration and Departure of the Magi (fol. 2v) (Fig. 
11), Presentation in the Temple (fol. 3r), Baptism of Christ (fol. 3v), Temptation of Christ (fol. 
4r), Transfiguration (fol. 4v), Raising of Lazarus (fol. 5r), Entry into Jerusalem (fol. 5v), Last 
Supper (fol. 6r), Washing of Feet (fol. 6v), Agony in the Garden (fol. 7r), Betrayal of Judas (fol. 
7v), Crucifixion (fol. 8r), Descent from the Cross (fol. 8v), Lamentation (fol. 9r), Harrowing of 
Hell (fol. 9v), The Holy Women in the Sepulchre (fol. 10r), Doubting of Thomas (fol. 10v), 
Ascension (fol. 11r), Pentecost (fol. 11v), Death of the Virgin (fol. 12r) and the Deesis (fol. 12v). 
Moreover, the mise-en-page of scenes in two registers on fol. 2v of the Melisende Psalter 
anticipates the peculiar double distribution of the narrative in the Aragonese chapter-house.  

As for Sijena, it is not possible to reconstruct the composition of the entire cycle as many 
parts did not survive into the 19th century. The sequence was arranged over two registers in each 
of the four walls and most of the lower register had already been lost by the 16th century due to 
damp.19 Humidity was probably the reason why, in the last third of the 16th century, a series of 
adjustments were made to the chapter-house to improve the space. Thus, the chapter-house floor 
was raised by around 800 mm to isolate it from the water below, the paintings were whitewashed 
and a stucco cornice was added to the middle of the walls to give the room a Renaissance character 
(Fig. 1). This caused irreparable damage to the paintings as the cornice ran across the centre of 
the lower register of the paintings, whose state was probably already fragmentary by then. 
 Two additional works were also carried out during the renovation of the chapter-house. 
First, the springing points of the five diaphragm arches were cut to match the new Renaissance 
cornice. As a result, each arch ended in a stucco corbel beneath the stucco cornice. This destroyed 
some and possibly many of the ancestors of Christ on both sides of the arches and reduced their 
number to fourteen in every arch, as could be seen before 1936. Schuler proposed that the original 
number of ancestors was sixteen per arch – a total of 80. However, it is very likely that the series 
of ancestors was longer, and that three were lost on each side, meaning there were twenty 
ancestors on each arch, making a total of one hundred (Fig. 12). Moreover, it should be noted that 
during the 16th-century process of renewal the portraits of ancestors and their inscriptions were 
extensively overpainted. 
 Secondly, the raising of the floor level prompted changes to the space. Towards the east 
end of the north wall, the door which linked the chapter-house to the nuns’ dormitory, the Cruces 
enteras, was raised up and a new space created, the chapel of the Holy Sepulchre (Fig. 13).20 The 
opening of a new doorway on this side, crowned by a luxurious Plateresque trilobed tympanum, 
entailed the total destruction of the paintings below the Annunciation and Visitation. Thus, the 
recovery of the paintings at the end of the 19th century included only the upper part of the original 
cycle, together with fragmentary surviving sections of the lower part in the north, west and south 
walls. The paintings on the east wall had almost totally vanished by then. 
 Notwithstanding the gaps, it is possible to reconstruct the original sequence of images. 
On the north wall, there were originally seven scenes. The four in the upper register – 
Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity, and Annunciation to the Shepherds – were well preserved up 
until the 1936 fire, while the three episodes in the lower register had largely disappeared by the 
16th century. The upper sequence seems to have been an attempt to follow the order of the 
Melisende Psalter, in which the painters were obliged to adapt a typically crowded Byzantine 
Nativity to the standard Latin iconography by splitting it into separate groups: the Virgin Mary 
with an old melancholic Joseph and the Bathing of Christ formed the third scene, while the 
Shepherds were placed in a fourth frame. As for the lower register, the narrative might have 
consisted of the Magi before Herod, the Adoration of the Magi, and the Return of the Magi. The 
first of these episodes was not included in the Melisende Psalter, but it does feature in another 
12th-century psalter, that of Ingeborg (Chantilly, Bibliothèque du Chateau MS 9 olim 1695), on 
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fol. 14r (Fig. 14). However, the Adoration of the Magi and Return of the Magi probably followed 
the iconography of fol. 2v in the Melisende Psalter. Earlier photos reveal the traces of an angel 
who might have been part of the Adoration of the Magi and the Return of the Magi, as in the 
psalter. 

The east wall was covered with twelve scenes (Figs 9 and 10). These were divided into 
two registers and distributed in six panels which corresponded to the divisions created by the five 
diaphragm arches. The cycle was devoted to the Ministry and Passion of Christ, and prior to 1936 
the only scenes which remained visible belonged to the upper register. These consisted of the 
Presentation in the Temple, between the first and second arches; the Temptations of Christ, 
between the second and the third arches; and the Raising of Lazarus, between the third and the 
fourth arches. This arrangement allows us to guess the original scheme. The first panel might 
have encompassed the Flight to Egypt and Massacre of the Innocents, absent in the Melisende 
Psalter but present in the Ingeborg Psalter (fol. 17v). As for the rest of the sequence, this might 
have been very similar to that to the Melisende Psalter, not only in terms of compositional 
iconography but also in the distribution of scenes. The two registers at Sijena might even have 
followed the pagination of the Melisende Psalter, with the Presentation of Christ and Baptism of 
Christ (second panel); Temptations of Christ and Transfiguration (third panel), Raising of Lazarus 
and Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem (fourth panel); Last Supper and Washing of the Feet (fifth 
panel); Agony in the Garden and Betrayal of Judas (sixth panel). 
 The south wall was the only section of the New Testament cycle which partially survived 
the destruction. Here the surviving scenes of the Flagellation, Crucifixion and the Visit of the 
Women to the Sepulchre were removed in 1960 and are currently displayed at the MNAC in 
Barcelona. Other scenes were unfortunately destroyed in the fire. However, a photo from before 
1936 shows Christ’s descent into limbo (Fig. 15). It is very likely that the original layout once 
again combined the arrangement of the Ingeborg Psalter with that of Melisende. So, the 
Flagellation in the upper register on the left is only found in the Ingeborg Psalter (fol. 25v), while 
the rest of the scenes reflect the repertoire of the Melisende Psalter. On the left, in the lower 
register, there was probably the Lamentation or Threnos of the Virgin over Christ’s dead body. 
The monumental Crucifixion was in the centre. Finally, on the right, the Holy Women at the 
Sepulchre occupied the upper part with the Descent into Limbo below.  
 Much more hypothetical and intriguing is the pictorial decoration on the west wall. This 
not only linked the chapterhouse to the cloister through four openings but also provided lighting 
through four windows that rose above the lean-to roof of the cloister walk. Unfortunately, all that 
survives is the vegetal decoration of the southernmost bay, as this had been walled in before the 
fire. As far as the figurative programme is concerned, we know nothing. However, two photos 
offer a potential clue. The photographs reveal, on the spandrels of the second and third openings, 
traces of a group of haloed saints sitting in a kind of a semicircle. This peculiar composition 
appears to be an adaptation of the Byzantine iconography of Pentecost, in which the Apostles are 
seated on a semicircular bench taking the form of a sigma, while they receive the rays of the Holy 
Spirit from a shining disc (figs 4 and 10). This scene is included in the Melisende Psalter, but at 
Sijena the painter adapted the composition to the architectural setting, seemingly splitting the 
scene into four sections which coincided with the four openings and dividing the Apostles into 
groups of three. By so doing, the architecture and painting combined to dramatize the scene of 
Pentecost so that the sunlight entering the room could be seen, metaphorically, as the divine light 
of the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, although most windows were rounded-headed, the second 
window – as in Fig. 4 – was an oculus. This feature could have been perceived by the beholders 
as reminiscent of the shinning solar disc in depictions of Pentecost. 
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 The two ends of the west wall might have been decorated with the closing liturgical feasts 
found in the Melisende Psalter. While the extreme left probably included, from top to bottom, 
Christ’s Ascension and Thomas placing his hand in Christ’s side, the right side would have 
accommodated the Deesis and Dormition (Koimisis: Κοίμησις).21 The circulation of this type of 
Byzantinising repertoire in 13th-century Aragonese painting can be compared with the pictorial 
decoration of the church of Nuestra Señora de Fréscano (Zaragoza). The cycle there includes the 
Crucifixion, Ascension, Thomas with Christ, the Three Maries at the Sepulchre and the Anastasis 
(Figs 16-17). This latter has even been considered a direct echo of the Sijena paintings.22 It is 
certainly possible that other scenes at Frescano, in particular the Ascension and the scene of 
Thomas with Christ, also reflected the original programme of the chapter-house at Sijena. Their 
iconography is strikingly Byzantine, with the Virgin Mary wearing a blue mantle among the 
Apostles in the Ascension, and Christ standing in front of a door in the scene with Thomas. It is 
probably no accident that both compositions are precisely mirrored in the Melisende Psalter.  
 
MELISENDE AS MIRROR OF QUEENSHIP AND THE LEGACY OF THE CRUSADERS  
The arrival of this New Testament repertoire in Sijena could either have coincided with the 
foundational years of the monastery (1187-1188) or with the retirement of Queen Sancha to the 
monastery following her widowhood (1197). Whichever it was, the translation of this set of 
images into a monumental pictorial cycle could not have been realised until the chapterhouse was 
complete. The question then is, first, to pinpoint the most probable context for the transfer of a 
crusader repertoire to Sijena, and second, to determine the point at which the room was ready to 
be decorated.  

In October 1187, the provisor the Order of the Hospitallers, Armengol de Aspa, gave to 
Queen Sancha the villages of Sijena, Sena and Urgelleto so that they could be exchanged with the 
Knights Templar for the churches of Sena and Sijena. The aim of the transaction was the 
foundation of a nunnery and hospital of the Order of St John in Sijena. The arrangement was set 
up in the period during which Saladin took the city of Jerusalem (2 October 1187).23 The Holy 
Land was explicitly mentioned in this document, in which the monastery was committed to pay 
alms yearly to the Hospital of St John in Jerusalem: ‘annuatim halemosinas infirmis pauperibus 
Hospital Iherosolimis transmissura’.24 As part of this transaction, Sancha devoted herself ‘in vita 
et in morte’ to the Deesis (Christ, the Virgin Mary and St John the Baptist), to the poor and sick 
of the Hospital of St John in Jerusalem, and took Sijena as her place of burial: 
 

Et ego Sancia, Dei gratia Aragonis regina, Barchinone comitissa Provincique marchissa, 
offero me ipsam Domino Deo et Beate Virgini Marie et Beato Iohani et infirmitatis 
pauperibus Hospitalis Iherosolimitanus in vita en morte. Et eligo mihi sepulturam in 
supradicto loco, et non possim me alteri religioni unquam transferre.25 

 
The particular devotion of Sancha to the Deesis, as protector of the new foundation, makes sense 
of the eventual celebration of the theme in the northernmost section of the west wall of the 
chapter-house. A two-register arrangement consisting of a Deesis (upper) and a Dormition (lower) 
would epitomize the determination of the Queen to make Sijena both a hospital and a burial place. 
The probable location of the scenes here would also have a significance for perceptions of the 
room as well as provide possible clues to understanding Sancha’s intentions in this commission.  
 First, it would mean that the Deesis was on the right of the seats occupied by the 
authorities of the monastery, in particular the abbess and the queen. It is very likely that they 
presided over the daily meetings of the community seated at the centre of the north wall, while 
the nuns sat on a continuous bench running longitudinally along the east wall. This arrangement 
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probably changed in the last third of the 16th century, after the chapel of the Holy Sepulchre was 
opened out of the north wall. Although the throne of the abbess stayed at the centre on the north 
wall, with the opening of this new chapel the senior officers of the nunnery would have moved to 
the northwest corner of the chapter-house and an entry arch was walled-in to accommodate their 
seats. A watercolour made by Vatentín Carderera in 1840 and kept at the Ducal Palace of 
Villahermosa in Pedrola (Zaragoza) shows this new layout, whereby a luxurious bench with 
backrest occupied the northernmost end of the west wall, while a simple wooden bench was 
provided opposite (Fig. 18).  
 Second, the Deesis not only reflects the personal devotion of Queen Sancha and Sijena’s 
mother house in Jerusalem, it could also be read as a direct allusion to the special devotion of 
Queen Melisende (1105-1161). According to C. N. Johns and Hugo Buchtal, the Melisende 
Psalter, in which the Deesis is the final image of the introductory cycle, was probably made for 
Melisende in her capacity as ‘a member of the noble confraternity situated in the Church of St 
Mary in the Valley of Jehoshaphat’.26 Queen Melisende evidently had a penchant for including 
the Deesis in some of her most spectacular commissions, as Avital Heymann has recently pointed 
out. Thus, the Deesis was included in the almshouse of the Benedictine monastery of St Mary in 
Jehoshaphat (now in the Museum of Israel) and in the Chapel of St Helen in the Church of the 
Nativity in Bethlehem, both dated to the 1140s.27 Furthermore, the north apse in the church of the 
Hospitallers in Abu Gosh (Fig. 19) and the west portal of the church of St John the Baptist in the 
Mauristan (Jerusalem), from the third quarter of the 12th century, provide examples which testify 
to the circulation and popularity of this kind of iconography in settlements of the Order of St John 
in the Holy Land.28 Ultimately, the Deesis evokes the topography of the headquarters of the 
Hospitallers in Jerusalem. Their hospital was located between the churches of St John and the 
Holy Sepulchre and possessed two churches devoted to the Virgin: St Mary of the Latins and St 
Mary Minor.29   
 Third, it is worth exploring how and why imagery transferred from a crusader context to 
the chapter-house in Sijena. In Jerusalem, Melisende took the subject of the Deesis from her 
psalter and repeated it in the decoration of an almshouse in Jehosaphat. She highlighted the role 
that, in the sight of the faithful, Mary and St John the Baptist performed as mediators in the Last 
Judgement. This carried a special significance at a holy site which accommodated the tomb of 
Mary in the monastic lower church, and was where Melisende decided to both bury her parents 
and herself.30 Similarly, at Sijena, the Deesis might have carried funerary overtones as the 
northern arm of the nuns church housed a royal pantheon, which included the tombs of Queen 
Sancha (†1208), her daughters Dulce (†1189) and Leonor (†1226), and her son, King Peter the 
Catholic (†1213).31 Furthermore, as will be seen below, the Sijena breviary makes clear that one 
of the obligations of the nuns was to care for the dead, which they did by reciting an Office of the 
Dead that follows that of the Holy Sepulchre.  
 Finally, the prominence of the Virgin in the Deesis emphasized the role that Melisende 
and other widowed queens had to assume in the spiritual care of the kingdom. Melisende was 
praised by her contemporaries as an ideal queen and widow. In two separate letters written after 
the death in 1143 of her husband, Fulk, Bernard of Clairvaux wrote that Melisende had to act as 
a man, doing all she had to do ‘in a spirit prudent and strong’.32 Bernard also admired her for 
being ‘a strong woman, a humble widow, and an exalted queen’ who served God, and advised 
her to commit herself to Christ ‘to be taught, how she should rule’.33  
 Melisende thus became a prototype for the virtuous queen and widow, performing an 
effective secular and spiritual rule or ministerium.34 Her celebrity was based on her pious and 
artistic commissions in the Holy Land, and her reputation increased with the conquest of 
Jerusalem by Saladin in October 1187. It was probably shortly after this that the Melisende Psalter 
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arrived in Western Europe. The identity of the man who wrote his name, ‘Frere Ponz Daubon’, 
upside-down on an unnumbered pastedown in the manuscript, is not entirely clear (Fig. 20). The 
signature has usually been dated to the end of the 12th century and attributed to a crusader, either 
a Knight Hospitaller or a brother in another Military Order, who could have brought the psalter 
from Jerusalem into Western Europe.35 Notwithstanding this, the only man documented with the 
name, a certain Ponces de Aubon, was Master of the Knights Templar in France between 1236 
and 1240.36 If we accept the very considerable likelihood that the psalter left the Holy Land around 
1187, then this suggests that the manuscript took a circuitous route from the Holy Land into 
Europe, and that Ponz Daubon was a later pair of hands through which the manuscript passed. 

Prior to its purchase by the British Library, the manuscript belonged to the Grande 
Chartreuse. Details of its passage from Jerusalem to Grenoble via Ponz Daubon are unknown. 
However, as Kathleen Schowalter pointed out, the manuscript could have been known in courtly 
circles before 1200. Ingeborg, Queen of France, used the prefatory images of the Melisende 
Psalter as a model for her own psalter. In doing so, she aimed not only to reclaim legitimacy as a 
ruler (she was repudiated between 1193 and 1213 by her husband, King Philip II Augustus), but 
to establish, following in Melisende’s footsteps, a visual bond between her role and that of the 
Virgin Mary, as Queen of Heaven.37  
 As we have already argued, Sancha’s involvement in the chapter-house at Sijena seems 
to have been contingent on knowledge of a prefatory cycle of images like that in the Melisende 
Psalter. In our opinion, it is highly likely that Sancha or her entourage had access to either this 
manuscript, or a crusader cycle which stemmed from it. From the moment of its foundation, Sijena 
fostered contacts with the legacy of the Holy Land. Ermengol d’Aspa, who authorized the 
exchange of land in 1187 and the institution of monastic rule in 1188, was aware of contemporary 
political events in the Levant. As administrator of the Order of the Hospitallers in Aragon and 
Provence from 1182, he was involved in the affairs of the Hospitallers in the Holy Land and 
Europe, especially during the embassy undertaken by the Patriarch of Jerusalem, Heraclius, to the 
West in 1184-1185, when he visited Italy, France and England to enlist support against Saladin.38 
The Patriarch was accompanied by the Grand Master of the Hospital, Roger de Moulins (1177-
1187), and Garnier de Nablous, who was named Prior of England in Dover in April 1185. In Neil 
Stratford’s view, this is the likely context that explains Sijena’s English connections. As 
Ermengol was the successor to Roger de Moulins as provisor of the Order (1187-1190), he might 
have been in touch with Garnier de Nablous, who in turn rose to become Grand Master (1190-
1192) himself. According to Stratford, Garnier perhaps explains the international career of ‘The 
Morgan Master’ and could have been responsible for sending this English painter to Queen 
Sancha in the late 1180s.39 
 Such a context provides one possible route to account for the chapter-house during the 
early years of the foundation of Sijena. However, the progress of work at Sijena is too uncertain 
to confirm an early date for its chapter-house. According to the Sijena Breviary, the feast of the 
dedication of the church was on XI kalendae Maii (21st April) (Fig. 21).40 This date probably 
refers to the ceremony for the laying of the foundation stone, held in 1188, rather than to the 
completion of work on the buildings. According to the monastic chronicle a marble slab carried 
an inscription recording that Richard, bishop of Huesca (1187-1201), consecrated the church in 
honour of Almighty God; the Virgin Mary; the apostles Peter, Paul and James the Great; St John 
the Baptist and St Michael, and placed there relics of the saints:  

 
Ego Ricardus Episcopus Oscensis, Jacensis, et Barbastrensis, consecravi hanc ecclesiam 
ad honorem Dei Omnipotentis; Beatae Mariae Virginis; B.B. Apostolorum Petri et Pauli, 
atque Jacobis; Beati Joannis Baptistae; et Beati Michaelis Archangeli; et posui in ea 
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reliquias Sanctorum Dei, vigesima prima Aprilis: Anno Domini millessimo, centesimo, 
octogessimo octavo.41 

 
Although this marble slab is lost, the same inscription was also carved on the south wall of the 
main church, though this had become invisible by the 19th century as it had been whitewashed.42 
The building of a new church, especially one where the foundations stood on swampy ground, as 
with Sijena, usually took a long time. Thus, the marble slab seems most likely to belong to the 
ceremony of the fundatio, the rite that preceded the start of the works with the symbolic blessing 
of the first stone. The laying of the foundation stone was a specific rite and should not be confused 
with the church’s completion.43 It was fairly common practice to record the start of building work, 
though the carving of inscriptions need not be coeval with the rite, at least in the case of the wall 
inscription.44 In April 1188, perhaps a few days before the solemn ceremony, King Alphonse the 
Troubadour was in Huesca, where he issued a document signed by Richard, bishop of Huesca, 
bestowing Candasnos upon Queen Sancha and the Hospital in Sijena, perhaps to help with the 
start of work on this new enterprise.45  

In commemoration of the fundatio the nuns of Sijena performed a procession every 
Sunday, and the anniversary was solemnly commemorated on 21st April.46 Twenty years later, in 
April 1208, Queen Sancha wrote to the prioress of Sijena to express her intention to attend, along 
with Queens Maria of Montpellier and Constanza of Sicily, ‘ad festum dedicationis temple de 
Xixena’.47 This document has been wrongly interpreted as referring to the final consecration of 
the church, but in fact it refers to the aforementioned annual commemoration of the fundatio. 
Furthermore, the text makes clear that at that time some parts of the church was still under 
construction or at least needed some repairs as Sancha took the occasion to send a master in order 
to work on the building (‘unum magistro pro opera ecclesie mitto’).48 
 Verónica Abenza has recently demonstrated that building work at Sijena was slow. 
Although the east end was almost complete in 1191, the choir aisle did not reach the west end 
until 1196. This means that the chapter-house, where the south wall doubles as the north wall of 
the church, could not have been built or painted before 1196.49 Abenza argues that the chapter-
house paintings were executed later, around 1206, well after the dates proposed in most recent 
scholarship. We simply do not know if the church had been finished by 1208 and, if so, why a 
master was then sent to Sijena by Sancha. Whatever the case, it is clear that the process of 
construction took time.  
 
A POTENTIAL MEANS OF TRANSMISSION: THE LIGNUM CRUCIS, THE SIJENA BREVIARY, AND THE 
LITURGY OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE 
The period of the foundation of Sijena (1187-1188) was a propitious moment for the arrival of 
crusader manuscripts or repertoires of images in Queen Sancha’s entourage.52 What is more, the 
approval of the rule on 6 October 1188 might have been accompanied by the drafting of the Sijena 
Breviary which, as we shall see, followed the liturgy of the canons Regular of the church of the 
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.53 This means that the Order of St John in Aragon must have 
possessed a codex containing the liturgy of its mother-house in Jerusalem, the arrival of which 
might conceivably coincided with the flight of crusaders from the Holy Land in 1187.54 
Ultimately, we should not discard any hypothesis to account for the transmission to Sijena of a 
repertoire best represented by the prefatory cycle of the New Testament in the Melisende Psalter. 
Maybe this sequence of images had been copied into the lost liturgical manuscript of the 
Hospitallers. Perhaps it was known by means of sketches or collections of drawings made by a 
travelling artist in the Holy Land, as with the so-called Freiburg Leaf of c. 1200 (Fig. 22).55 This 
includes a scene from the Gospels, showing Christ with Zacchaeus (Luke 10, 1-19), in which the 
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three-quarter pose of Christ recalls the depiction of Christ in the Raising of Lazarus in Sijena (Fig. 
23). Neither can we exclude the possibility that the psalter itself passed through the hands of 
Ermengol d’Aspa and Sancha, having the status of a relic of the famed Queen Melisende, before 
it finally moved to France.56 

Whatever the case, there is no doubt that Sancha was personally interested in underlining 
the bonds that connected Sijena, the Kingdom of Aragon and the Holy Land. From a list of relics 
dated to 1590, we know that the monastery owned a Lignum crucis donated by Queen Sancha.57 
According to Prior Moreno’s Jerusalén religiosa (1622-1624), a glass reliquary containing a 
fragment of the Lignum crucis was placed in the south wall of the chapter-house, just below the 
depiction of the Crucifixion. This means that there was an altar devoted to the Holy Sepulchre in 
this section of the chapter-house. Indeed, it was before this altar that nuns received their habits, 
swore their oaths and asked pardon for their sins, following the daily chapter meeting.58 

Sancha was probably also behind the intriguing decision of her husband, King Alphonse 
the Troubadour, to include in his will of 1194 a generous donation to support ecclesiastical 
institutions in the Holy Land after the disaster of Saladin, and to help with the reestablishment of 
crusaders in the area.59 To this end he granted the coastal villages of Palafrugell and Llofríu in 
Catalonia to the canons of the Holy Sepulchre, in order to support five priests in Palestine: three 
in the Holy Sepulchre, one at Saint-Mary in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, and one in the Church of 
the Nativity at Bethlehem. This substantial gift was accompanied by the provision of liturgical 
vessels at the altars of these three churches. Thus, the Holy Sepulchre received one golden chalice, 
one silver censer and one silver pyxis; Bethlehem one silver chalice, one silver censer and one 
silver pyxis; and the Tomb of Mary the same.60 This should not perhaps surprise us. Two years 
earlier, Hubert Walter, then bishop of Salisbury (r. 1189-1193), accompanied Richard the 
Lionheart on the Third Crusade, and obtained permission from Saladin for two priests and two 
deacons to reside in Bethlehem and renew services in the Latin rite.61 Alphonse’s generous gift, 
which should be understood in the very specific context of the Third Crusade, meant that ties 
between the House of Aragon and the Holy Land involved not only the queen but also the king. 
At the death of her husband in 1196, it might have been Sancha who ensured the last wishes of 
her husband, Alphonse, were fulfilled with regard to his will. Just one year later, in 1197, Sancha 
retired to Sijena,62 where she could fully devote herself to the promotion of her foundation, 
without relinquishing her duties as a widowed queen. 

Between 1187 and 1196 Sancha enjoyed a privileged relationship with the masters and 
authorities of the Order of St John of Jerusalem as well as with the remaining churches of the 
Holy Land. Thanks to this she would have been able to acquire relics (such as the Lignum crucis) 
and perhaps books containing the liturgy of the Holy Sepulchre (Breviary) for Sijena. In her 
intention to become a virtuous queen, she might also have tried to gain access to the Melisende 
Psalter or at least to a similar manuscript or collection of drawings. Her purpose then might have 
been to provide a prestigious model for a cycle of paintings to embellish the walls of the chapter-
house so that it would act as a reminder of the Holy Land. However, the painting of the chapter-
house could not have been begun before 1196, and probably not prior the retirement of Sancha in 
1197. An international workshop was probably recruited to achieve this, consisting of an 
experienced English painter (Old Testament), an overseas painter who was responsible for most 
of the Genealogies and the New Testament, and a mudejar master craftsmen who was responsible 
for the ceiling.63 The ambitious appearance of the chapter-house, with a luxurious wooden ceiling 
and a wall-to-wall cycle of paintings, far outshines the decoration to be expected in monastic 
chapter-houses, and could even be taken for a sacred royal hall. The design and execution of such 
an artwork is unlikely to have been done quickly and the works probably extended into the first 
decade of the 13th century.    
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The earliest text that helps in a reconstruction of the liturgical life of Sijena is the rule 
issued by Armengol de Aspa on 6 October 1188.64 This provides us with information concerning 
the future use of the (not yet built and painted) chapter-house and touches on liturgical 
performance in the nuns’ church. The community assembled twice each day in the chapter-house, 
after Prime and Vespers. 65 The female character of an institution devoted to the Virgin Mary 
explains the prominence of celebrations in the Advent season. Thus, at Matins on the first Sunday 
of Adventus and the following day the church was completely illuminated with candles.66 A nun 
sang the Benedictus (Luke 1:67-79) and Magnificat (Luke 1:46-56) in honour of the role played 
by Mary in accomplishing the prophecy of the Messiah as a member of the House of David.67 As 
Suzanne Wittekind observed, this emphasis on the Incarnation and descent from the House of 
David is an important clue in understanding the iconographic programme of the chapter-house, 
where the Virgin and the Ancestors of Christ assume particular importance.68 
 The text of the rule is otherwise very sparing, and does not provide a detailed account of 
the numerous prayers and liturgical uses of the nuns throughout the year. Information on this can 
be found in a Processional, dated to the 14th or 15th century (Huesca: Archivo Histórico de 
Huesca S 48) and a later Customary of 1588. Both bear witness to the richness of the ceremonies 
in the monastery and offer details as to how the capitulum (chapter-house) acted as a point of 
departure for processions and chants during the major festivals of the liturgical year.69  
 However, much the most important source for a better understanding of the medieval 
liturgical uses of Sijena, and their implication in the choice and layout of the pictorial cycle in the 
chapter-house has been overlooked. This is the Sijena Breviary, which survives in a printed 
edition made by Jorge Coci in Zaragoza in 1547 at the request of the prioress Isabel de Alagón (r. 
1545-1548). The manuscript source for the printed edition was evidently in a poor state, as a result 
of which the nuns evidently made mistakes in their prayers (‘corruptelam religiose orent’), hence 
the decision to edit and print the breviary text.70 Unfortunately the breviary has been largely 
ignored and therefore lacks a critical edition which would allow for a comparative study of the 
Breviary alongside the Processional and the Customary.71 Nevertheless, the printed version of 
the Breviary contains an anthology of liturgically important elements, which include the calendar, 
the Temporal (fols I-CXIX), the Psalter (fols I-LXX), the Office of the Virgin Mary (fols LXXI-
LXXX), litanies (fols LXXXIv-LXXXII), the Office of the Dead (fols LXXXIIIv-LXXXV), and 
a common of the saints (fols XCVIIr-CCCLIv). Most of them follow the customs of the Order of 
St John of Jerusalem.  
 Although there are some later interpolations in the calendar, such as the inclusion of the 
feast of St Francis of Assisi (canonized in 1228), the breviary provides an insight into the liturgical 
uses of the early Hospitallers. The Hospitallers in turn followed the rite of the canons regular of 
the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The Sijena Breviary even includes a litany of saints from 
Jerusalem, as in the Melisende Psalter. Although further specialized research is required to 
determine what is most specific to the Sijena Breviary, it is possible to at least present a 
preliminary assessment on those subjects which can be related to the imagery of the chapter-
house, and what it might owe to the legacy of the Melisende Psalter.72 
 Most striking are the litanies. The first forty-five prayers in the Breviary coincide exactly 
with those of the Melisende Psalter (fol. 192v) (Figs 24-25).73 Moreover, a close working 
knowledge of the uses of the Holy Sepulchre in the crusader period is especially clear. Thus, in 
the Temporal, the recitation of responsories and versicles during the four Sundays in Advent (fols 
Iv-XVv) or the liturgy of Holy Saturday (fols XCv-XCIr) are mostly consistent with those of the 
liturgy of the canons regular of the Holy Sepulchre.74  
 The same happens with the Office of the Virgin Mary (fols LXXIr-LXXIIIv), the Office 
of the Dead (fols LXXXIIIv-LXXXVr) and the Office of the Dedication of the Church (fols 
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CLXXVIIr-CLXXVIIIIv). These latter two are especially significant. As far as the Office of All 
Souls (2 November) is concerned, the series is also consistent with that of the Melisende Psalter 
(fols 212r-218r).75 In the case of the Dedication of the Church, the breviary (fols CLXXXXIIIv-
CLXXXXIIIIv) follows the complete series of responsories of the dedicatio ecclesie domini 
Sepulchri collected in the Ordinarium of the Holy Sepulchre (1153-1157) (Rome, BAV, ms. 
Barb. lat. 699, fol. 102r).76 
 Finally, in our view, the breviary provides a way to explain particular choices in the 
chapter-house’s pictorial programme. On Christmas Day there was a complete recitation of the 
Liber Generationis (Matthew 1:1-17), using the common formula ‘autem genuit’, while on 
Epiphany, Luke’s genealogy was recited, with all entries starting with ‘Qui fuit’ (Luke 3:23-38) 
(Figs 26-27).77 The unusual monumental display of these texts accompanying portrayals of the 
Ancestors on the soffits of the five diaphragm arches at Sijena clearly refers to the liturgical uses 
of the community, and highlights the bond which links Joseph, husband of Mary, to Adam and to 
the patriarchs, prophets and kings of the Old Testament. It is no coincidence that the crusader 
cycle in mosaic at the church of the Nativity in Bethlehem (1167-1169) also emphasized the 
genealogies of Christ.78 The recitation of these passages was characteristic of the liturgy of the 
canons regular of the Holy Sepulchre over the Christmas period and explains the unusual 
prominence of these genealogies in both Bethlehem and Sijena.79 
 The Sijena Breviary is proof of the arrival of liturgical materials at the monastery directly 
from the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem at the end of the 12th century, which, in turn, conditioned 
the pictorial programme in the chapter-house. The celebrity of Queen Melisende, the prestige of 
crusader art and the significance of the liturgy of the Holy Sepulchre were the basis for the 
creation of this extraordinary set of images. Sancha and the Knights Hospitaller were agents of 
this translation from the Holy Land to Sijena. As result, the nunnery become a new Jerusalem, 
where the chapter-house embodied the highest ideals of the Order of St John and a firm 
commitment from the queen to make the place of her retirement a heavenly dwelling.  
 
A STARRY CASKET: EARTHLY AND HEAVENLY KING/QUEENSHIP 
Immersion in the original experience of the chapterhouse is only now possible through a reading 
of the 19th-century descriptions and viewing the 3D-virtual reconstruction recently created by 
Juan Naya. As preparation for the latter, a semiotic analysis of the room was undertaken, the 
better to understand the intentio auctoris and the lector idealis to which the artwork was 
addressed.80 This made it clear that at Sijena both the architectural setting and the pictorial 
signifier bore meanings that added a particular significance to the subjects depicted there.  
 We have already mentioned the relationship between the architecture of the chapter-house 
and the imagery it was designed to carry. The four doors and the windows of the west elevation 
(one an oculus) were perfectly conceived to carry a monumental depiction of Pentecost, in which 
sunlight entering the room could be perceived as a metaphor for divine rays illuminating the 
apostles (Fig. 4a-b). Furthermore, the five diaphragm arches which carried the ancestors of Christ 
on their soffits acted as a visual and hermeneutic bridge between the Old Testament cycle 
(spandrels) and the New Testament (walls). This was stressed by natural lighting, whereby 
daylight illuminated the south and east walls of the Gospel narrative, while casting shadows on 
the spandrels which carry the Old Testament cycle. Thus, it is very likely that the overall ‘devisor’ 
of the chapter-house specified the architecture with the pictorial cycle in mind. In this respect, the 
room must be interpreted as a whole, even if was created in stages. 
 The signifier played an important role in the aesthetics of the chapter-house. Walls and 
ceiling were conceived and perceived as a continuous glowing surface which transported the 
spectator to the earthly and celestial realms of the history of the salvation. To create this effect, 
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the leitmotif used was the star. Above, on the gilded-wooden ceiling, twelve boards carved with 
stars simulated Heaven, while below, on the blue-coloured background of the north wall, many 
metallic discs were applied to the surface to evoke the sky in the cycle of Nativity. As result, the 
room became a starry casket, in which the beholder could enjoy in two senses – historically and 
anagogically – the narrative of the Testaments and understand the typological relationship 
between them.81  

In the cycle of the Nativity, the gilded discs were an evocation of the Holy Land. First, 
they obviously constituted a reference to the night sky as it appeared in the biblical narrative of 
the Star of Bethlehem and journey of the Magi (Matthew 2:1). Second, the motif of the star was 
widespread in crusader painting, as can be seen in the crypt of the Order of St John at Abu-Gosh 
and in the Cave of Agony in Gethsemane.82 Third, these motifs in Sijena were made using 
materials characteristic of the art of icon painting, namely gilded metallic leaves applied to the 
pictorial surface. Although Mariano de Pano described them in 1883 as ‘fondos azules sembrados 
de doradas estrellas’, in our reconstruction we substituted golden discs, of a type similar to those 
found in parts of the wooden ceiling of the church St Michael in Hildesheim (around 1230).83 
Close examination of the black-and-white photos taken before the fire show the holes made to fix 
the stars to the pictorial layer, but no trace of a starred shape stamped onto the lime mortar (Fig. 
7a-d).84   

Sijena thus parallels the hybridization associated with the art of the crusaders, mixing 
Byzantine iconography and techniques with Latin repertoires. Dulce Ocón pinpointed some of 
the obvious debts to icon painting in the use of metal ornaments, not only on the blue background 
but also in the gilt haloes that covered the heads of the Nativity figures and the ancestors of Christ. 
In her view, Panagia tou Arakos of Lagoudera in Cyrpus (1192) was a good point of reference for 
a better understanding of the ‘Byzantine’ peculiarities of the Aragonese chapter-house.85 
However, as Ocón also recognized, the monumental depiction of the Crucifixion at Sijena offered 
persuasive evidence of a direct connection between the Sijena workshop and the art of the 
crusaders. The architectural background in this scene is dominated by a depiction of the Jerusalem 
skyline, with the conical roof of the Holy Sepulchre and the rounded Dome of the Rock,86 as they 
had been depicted in the Entry into Jerusalem in the mosaics of the church of the Nativity at 
Bethlehem (1167-1169) (Figs 28-29).87 The Sijena crucifixion also includes a depiction of half-
figures of Synagoga and Ecclesia accompanied by angels, as at Abu Gosh.88  

All these motifs – the gilded discs and the architectural backgrounds – endowed the New 
Testament cycle with a historical and topographic specificity which turned the chapter-house into 
an evocation of the Holy Sites. The Crucifixion on the south wall was the point of reference. Thus, 
in the first surviving mention of the chapter-house as a built space in 1220, the domina, Maria de 
Narbona, made a solemn oath just before the ‘Crucifixion of the Lord’ (‘feci iusiurandum in 
capitolo ante crucifixum Domini’).89 The main function of a chapter-house was to serve as a 
meeting place for readings, sermons and the daily assembly of the community. However, the 
extensive pictorial programme at Sijena, with this extraordinary depiction of the Crucifixion over 
the city of Jerusalem, suggests that this space was probably used for the Easter liturgy. As 
mentioned earlier, just beneath the depiction of the Crucifixion, there was an altar with a relic of 
the Lignum crucis Sancha gave to the monastery, where the nuns received their habits, swore their 
oaths and begged pardon for their sins. It is very likely that this altar was also related to Easter 
rites. Indeed, in the second half of the 16th century a chapel devoted to the Holy Sepulchre was 
opened in the north wall of the chapter-house to accommodate an alabaster group showing the 
Entombment of Christ, at a time when the Crucifixion was whitewashed.90 This decision probably 
formed part of the renovation of the chapter-house as the result of damage by humidity, and 
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indicates the translation (or rather duplication) of an earlier altar or cult of the Holy Sepulchre 
from the south wall to the north wall.91 
 The dominant feature of the mudejar wooden ceiling was the depiction of stars across its 
twelve sections (Fig. 12). The carpenters clearly intended to depict the celestial realms. Although 
the division into twelve is dictated by the five diaphragm arches, this distribution also potentially 
evoked the twelve signs of the zodiac. The subject, which was included in the calendar of the 
Melisende Psalter (fols 13v-19r), was reformulated by mudejar artists into a geometrical and 
aniconic representation of the twelve houses of the sun. As Bernabé Cabañero pointed out, stars 
were especially associated in Islamic courts with kingship, in which the ruler wore a starred 
mantle to preside over receptions as the sun was surrounded by the firmament. The decorative 
carved designs of Sijena are very similar to those of the Throne Room in the Palace of Aljaferia 
in Zaragoza (11th century), where the taifa king Al-Muqtadir exercised earthly and celestial 
power.92 The origins of these cosmic halls are ultimately to be found in Sassanian art, from where 
they passed to Roman, Byzantine and Islamic courts.93 This might have been a topical subject in 
Aragon c. 1200. The Palace of the Aljaferia was used by Aragonese kings as a space for political 
representation following their conquest of the city in 1118. Furthermore, the starry chapel became 
a topical subject of kinship during the crusader period through the legendary description of the 
Palace of Prester John in the East, where this Sun King had a domed chapel decorated as the 
firmament (‘est rotonda ad modum coeli stellate’).94  

Thus, the chapter-house in Sijena exceeds all general expectations for this kind of space 
in a nunnery. In addition to its elaborate liturgical character, it embodied ideals of royal and 
cosmic power, as if it were the hall of a royal palace. For this reason we are persuaded that the 
chapter-house was conceived around 1196-1197, at the time of Queen Sancha’s retirement to 
Sijena and alongside her fulfilment of the wishes of her deceased husband for the Holy Sites in 
Palestine.95 Sancha resided for long periods in the monastery from her retirement up until her 
death in 1208, and built a series of private dependencies there known as the ‘dependencias de 
doña Sancha’,96 in which she was accommodated in comfort, as was appropriate to a Queen of 
Aragon. The luxurious aspect of the chapter-house, likened to a reception hall, was a part of this.  
 The hybrid nature of Sijena chapter-house, merging mudejar and crusader aesthetics, 
helped affirm the Crown of Aragon as an emerging power in the Mediterranean and epitomized 
the creation of a cross-cultural society. As is well known, in the course of the 12th century the 
conquest efforts of the various Iberian kingdoms  were progressively assimilated to the status of 
crusade, in which the military orders became the armed and spiritual wing of those kingdoms.97 
This process was especially developed in Aragon and Catalonia, where the Knights Templar and 
Hospitaller developed an art which evoked that of the crusader lands.98 Sijena is an outstanding 
example of the phenomenon, whereby a longing for the Holy Land – as seen in the pictorial and 
decorative programme – is framed in a cross-cultural aesthetic which reflects the complexity of 
this new society. The workshop responsible for the chapter-house seems to have involved people 
from different geographies and ethnicities – from England, the Eastern Mediterranean, and 
Aragon – who used different scripts and languages, Latin and Arabic. In this respect, it is worth 
recalling that the monastery possessed a Muslim servant along with his family (1193),99 and that 
in 1191 Sancha herself had commanded a Muslim worker to make a mill for the monastery.100  
 As in other places in medieval Spain and the Mediterranean, the use of Kufic and pseudo-
Kufic inscriptions proclaiming the sovereignty of God in a Christian monument should be 
understood as a means of unifying different ethnicities and religions of a specific realm in the 
celebration of the power of a unique God and the king/queen as his earthly representative.101 This 
is why the chapter-house at Sijena is often compared to the Cappella Palatina in Palermo (Fig. 
30) and Monreale Cathedral.102 Although some authors have argued these similarities in terms of 
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a dependency on the Siculo-Norman art,103 any likeness was more likely the result of a shared 
interest in the principles of multiculturalism and nostalgia for Jerusalem.  
 Ultimately, the precious ‘starry casket’ of Sijena is a dwelling for the earthly and the 
celestial king. However, kingship in Sijena has been translated in terms of gender. The leading 
force was Queen Sancha, who transformed a nunnery into a royal court, where she could exercise 
her queenship until her death. Similarly, in the iconographic programme, the Virgin Mary played 
a major role in both visual and narrative terms. Her relevance resonated in the general layout of 
the pictorial cycle, in which a longitudinal axis highlighted the function of the Virgin Mary in the 
history of the salvation. As mother of God, she is the protagonist on the north wall, whence she 
looks across to the monumental Crucifixion opposite. Between them, the ancestors of Christ 
traced a genealogical line from Adam and Eve. What is more, the portraits of fatherhood which 
shaped the genealogy of Matthew might have included, exceptionally (arch II), a portrait of Mary 
with Christ as an end point (Fig. 31). This key role of the Virgin, as we earlier pointed out, 
probably embraced the west wall in scenes such as the Ascension, the Koimesis and the Deesis.  
 This bond between Mary and queenship is nothing new. Melisende, Ingeborg and Sancha 
followed this path of devotion and expressed it in their artistic patronage in order to present 
themselves as virtuous women and perfect queens. This anagogical exploration of sacred scripture 
took a new turn at Sijena, as the chapter-house entailed a shifting of medium (from parchment to 
wall) and dimension (from flat surface to a three-dimensional space). The result was an artwork 
in which the earthly and heavenly realm were mingled, with an effective evocation of the two 
Jerusalems and the two Queens.  
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Fig. 1. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, general view, 1917. C-19635 © Barcelona, 
Fundació Institut Amatller d’Art Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
½ page size 
 
Fig. 2. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): 3-D virtual reconstruction of the chapter-house in the film 
“El sueño de Sijena” (2020) © Juan Naya. 
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Fig. 3. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, south wall, left hand: Three Women in the 
Tomb. Photo taken by Lluís Domènech i Montaner in 1918. © Arxiu Històric del Col·legi 
d’Arquitectes de Catalunya (COAC). 
¼ page size 
 
Fig. 4a. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, west wall before the fire in 1936. GH-441 
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of the second and third arch with remains of a depiction of the Pentecost. GH-441 © Barcelona, 
Fundació Institut Amatller d’Art Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
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Fig. 5. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, view from north-west before the fire in 
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from the Old Testament (spandrels), and mudejar wooden ceiling. GH-464 © Barcelona, Fundació 
Institut Amatller d’Art Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
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Fig. 6. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, wooden ceiling, bay 4, with Kufic 
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Fig. 7. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, north wall before the fire in 1936. A. 
Annunciation of Christ (GH-457). B. Visitation (GH-458). C. Nativity (GH-459). D. 
Announcement to the Shepherds (GH-463). © Barcelona, Fundació Institut Amatller d’Art 
Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
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Fig. 8. The Canterbury Psalter, Infancy of Christ, end of the 12th century. Paris, BN, ms. lat 8846, 
f. 4v. © Bibliothèque National de France. 
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Fig. 9. Reconstruction of the pictorial programme of the chapter-house of Sijena based on the black 
and white photos of the pictorial remains © Juan Naya. 
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Fig. 10. Reconstruction of the pictorial programme of the chapter-house of Sijena combining the 
pictorial remains with the prefatory cycle of the Melisende Psalter © Juan Naya. 
Full page-landscape orientation 
 
Fig. 11. Melisende Psalter: Adoration and Departure of the Magi, 1131-1143. © British Library 
Board (London, BL, Egerton 1139, fol. 2v). 
¼ page size 
 
Fig. 12. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, virtual reconstruction of the five 
diaphragm arches depicting the Ancestors of Christ and the mudejar wooden ceiling. © Juan Naya. 
Full page-landscape orientation 
 
Fig. 13. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): ground plan with church, royal pantheon, chorus, chapter-
house and chapel of the Holy Sepulchre. The plan, which is based on that published by R. Del 
Arco, ‘El Monasterio de Sigena’, Boletín de la Sociedad de Excursiones, 29 (1921) 50, has been 
digitally improved and edited by Pilar Domínguez.  F. Biarge, ed., Real Monasterio de Sigena. 
Fotografías 1890-1936 (Huesca 1997), 11. 
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Fig. 14. Reconstruction of the pictorial programme of the chapter-house of Sijena, combining the 
pictorial remains with the prefatory cycles of Melisende and Ingeborg Psalter © Juan Naya. 
Full page-landscape orientation 
 
Fig. 15. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, south wall: Anastasis. GH-489 © 
Barcelona, Fundació Institut Amatller d’Art Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
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Fig. 16. Church of Nuestra Señora de la Huerta de Fréscano (Zaragoza), second half of the 13th 
c.: mural paintings, vault, second bay: Doubting Thomas. Photo: Manuel Castiñeiras 
¼ page size 
 



Fig. 17. Church of Nuestra Señora de la Huerta de Fréscano (Zaragoza): drawing with the mural 
paintings in the vaults on the second and third bay: Crucifixion, Ascension, Doubting 
Thomas/Visit to the Sepulchre and Anastasis (E-W). Source: J. Ibáñez Fernández, La ermita de 
Nuestra Señora de la Huerta de Fréscano (Zaragoza) y su decoración pictórica (Zaragoza 2008), 
75. 
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Fig. 18. Valentín Carderera, Interior of the chapter-house at Sijena. Watercolour of 1840 (Ducal 
Palace of Villahermosa at Pedrosa). 
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Fig 19. Church of St Mary of the Resurrection at the Hospitaller monastery in Abu Gosh: north 
apse, Deesis, third quarter of the 12th c. Photo: Manuel Castiñeiras. 
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Fig. 20. Melisende Psalter: the name ‘Frere Ponz Daubon’ is written upside-down on an 
unnumbered front pastedown of the manuscript. © British Library Board (London, BL, Egerton 
1139). 
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Fig. 21. Breuiarium secundum ritum Sixene monasterij (Zaragoza 1547): calendar, April. 
Biblioteca de Catalunya, Res 1912-12º. © Biblioteca de Catalunya. 
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Fig. 22. The Freiburg Leaf, around 1200: Christ & Zacchaeus (upper) & Saints George & Theodore 
Stratelates (lower). Inv. G 23/001 c, Augustinermuseum, Städtische Museen Freiburg. Photo: 
Hans-Peter Vieser 
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Fig. 23. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, east wall, Resurrection of Lazarus. GH-
528. © Barcelona, Fundació Institut Amatller d’Art Hispànic. Arxiu Mas. 
½ page size 
 
Fig. 24 Breuiarium secundum ritum Sixene monasterij (Zaragoza 1547, LXXXIv: Letanies 
(prayers). Biblioteca de Catalunya, Res 1912-12º. © Biblioteca de Catalunya. 
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Fig. 25. Psalter of Melisende : Litanies. © British Library Board (London, BL, Egerton 1139, f. 
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Fig. 26. Breuiarium secundum ritum Sixene monasterij (Zaragoza 1547), XXIIv-XXIIIr: Liber 
Generationis (Mt. 1, 1-17). Biblioteca de Catalunya, Res 1912-12º. © Biblioteca de Catalunya. 
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Fig. 27. Breuiarium secundum ritum Sixene monasterij (Zaragoza 1547), fols XXXIIv-XXXIIIr.: 
Genealogy of Christ (Luke 3:23-38). Biblioteca de Catalunya, Res 1912-12º. © Biblioteca de 
Catalunya. 
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Fig. 28. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, south wall, Crucifixion, view of Jerusalem 
with the Anastasis and the Dome of the Rock. MNAC, n. inv. 068708-002 © Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona. 
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Fig. 29. Fig. 13. Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem, 1167-1169: mosaic, east wall of the south 
transept, detail from the Entry into Jerusalem, view of Jerusalem with the Anastasis and the Dome 
of the Rock. . © Michele Bacci.  Source: M. Bacci, The Mystic Cave. A History of the Nativity 
Church of Bethlehem (Brno-Rome 2017), 188, fig. 55. 
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Fig. 30. Palermo, Cappella Palatina: wooden ceiling, around 1143. Photo: Manuel Castiñeiras. 
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Fig. 31. Santa María de Sijena (Huesca): chapter-house, hypothetical reconstruction of the 
Genealogies of Matthew in arches I and II.  
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