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The advent of the year 1000 provided
women from the Catalan counties and the
kingdoms of Aragon and Navarre
opportunities to assume an active role in
the patronage of the arts. As pointed out
by Teresa Vinyoles, women from those
territories were able to buy, sell, and
trade, to own lands and hold castles in
fief, and to receive and pay tribute for
their property in their own rights'. For
the most part, women’s prolific agency in
the creation and consumption of works of
art and architecture kept pace with
economic and social changes ushered in

by the new millennium. Indeed, the
journey to the three great pilgrimage
destinations of Santiago de Compostela,
Rome, and Jerusalem; the continual
advance of the Christian frontier towards

W IR g e

the lands under Muslim rule, as well as

pervasive Benedictine spirituality and
emerging Cluniac sensibility are all key
factors to bear in mind when specifying the context.

Centring on the specific context of northeastern Iberia in the eleventh century, this
article offers a concept of patronage as it was understood by the women who
performed it. While medievalists are accustomed to reconstructing the circumstances
in which an artwork was born, when studying artistic patronage there is still a
tendency to avoid consideration of the social, economic, and legal differences between
men and women in the Middle Ages. After a general reflection on this issue, this article
focuses on the artistic patronage of three women of diverse status who to varying
degrees ruled the counties, kingdoms, and lordships that were inherited or
appropriated by their husbands, or whose agency actively contributed to shaping
ruling policies when in power2.While scholarship has previously drawn historians’
attention to Ermessenda de Carcassone (d. 1058), countess consort of Barcelona, Girona,
and Osona (r. 992-1017), for the works she commissioned, Estefania de Foix (d. 1066),
queen consort of Navarre (r. 1040-1054), and Arsenda de Fluvia (d. 1068), wife of the
Catalan warlord Arnau Mir de Tost (d. 1072), are less known.

My intention in bringing the three together for comparison is to shine a light on how
patronage helped each to realise her own expectations, whether of personal, familial,
or institutional origin, and of a social, political, or devotional nature. One of the goals of
this article is to analyse how works from the period convey different methods of self-
fashioning, including the use of textual and visual images to publicly present the
patrons’ main concerns. In addition, these images and works were used by these
women to obtain some acknowledgment from male counterparts, especially as active
agents involved in ruling matters. As consorts with limited power, these works of art
and architecture were also crucial to exercise different degrees of authority in typical
male realms such as war or ecclesiastical affairs. An examination of the circumstances
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of these highborn, educated, and complementary figures will also help to illustrate how
female aristocratic patronage mirrors the general concerns of the period.

Reflections on the broad concept of patronage

The deliberate use of the verb facere in the Middle Ages to denote the initiator whose
decision made the creation possible may hint at a general definition of medieval
patronage®. Yet, women’s multi-faceted dedication as « patrons?» of art and
architecture is illustrated by the various roles they played within the creative process,
from donors to sponsors to facilitators, often performed simultaneously. Donors,
whether men or women who commissioned and paid for the works, should be
definitively credited as patrons. The will of Ermessenda de Carcassone, issued in 1058,
contained a fundamental donation for the liturgical furnishings of the church of Sant
Quirce i Santa Julita in the Catalan village of Besora : « tamtum argenti et auri ex quo possit
esse una obtima crux » [as many silver and gold as needed for a good cross]®. Thus, the
will portrays her as patron of the cross and main donor of the needed silver and gold.
On the other hand, when supporting the creation of works of art and architecture
commissioned by others by simply giving money or facilitating the provision of
necessary materials, some donors could be better described as sponsors. An example of
this could be the same countess who in 1013 donated 25 ounces of gold that Guitard,
abbot of the Catalan monastery of Sant Cugat del Vallés (r. 1010-1053), invested in the
works that were carried out in the monastery during his prelacy®. A more complex case
is the role played by Ermessenda de Carcassone when in 1053 she granted a woman
named Adalets permission - « cum consensus » [with agreement] - for the foundation
and construction of the Catalan church of Santa Maria de Cervia : « coepimus aedificare
ecclesiam in honorem Domini et gloriosae Dei genitricis et perpetuae virginis Mariae in loco quen
vocant Ceruiano » [we have begun building in the place called Cervia a church dedicated
to God and the Glorious and ever-virgin Mary]’. Here Adalets and her husband, Silvio
Llobet, were responsible for initiating and sponsoring the building process while the
countess was not the patron but rather just involved as facilitator. Ermessenda de
Carcassone’s help as mediator between the couple and the bishop and canons of the
episcopal see of Girona was instrumental to fulfil Adalets and Silvio Llobet’s wish to
establish there a community of Benedictine monks.

The existence of a motivation, a reason, or interest behind female artistic agency
demonstrates that medieval patronage of art and architecture cannot be studied as a
linear phenomenon that begins with the patron responsible for the conception and
ends with the recipient for whom it was undertaken in the first place. Dynamics of
reciprocity, as has been proposed by Therese Martin?, are of necessity linked to an
anticipated benefit. Perhaps, the best way to define this would be to conceive of it not
within the modern construct of patronage, but through the notion demonstrated by the
agents themselves in the Middle Ages. An enlightening example of such an idea can be
found in the following donation fragment :

(...) Quapropter sciendum est ut commutando donemus Omnipotenti Deo de nostris terrenis

facultatibus ut misericors Dominus post mortem nostrae carnis tribuere dignetur gloriam

regni caelestis animabus nostris (...).

[So, it should be known that, as if it were an exchange, we give God almighty our

earthly goods, so that after the death of our flesh, God merciful should deign to give
our souls the glory of the heavenly kingdom]°.
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Donors, in this case a group of women who offered wide-ranging goods for the
foundation of the monastery of Santa Maria de Vilabertran (Girona, Catalonia),
conceived their donation as some sort of exchange agreement with God, as if it were a
commercial transaction or exchange («ut commutando »). For this reason, artistic
patronage is often discussed in relation to the praxis of gift-giving?°. It is usually in this
hope where medieval women’s motivations can be specifically identified.

Socially speaking, female artistic patronage in the eleventh century reflects the
difference in status and financial resources among the various patrons. To give a brief
example, there is no comparison in financial terms between the mule offered in 1050 by
a woman named Adelaida for the creation and decoration of the silver altar frontal for
the Catalan church of Santa Maria de Serrateix'!, and the 20 ounces of gold donated in
1057 by Ermessenda de Carcassone to the female monastery of Sant Daniel de Girona
(Catalonia)™. In the eleventh century, Northeast Iberia benefited from a redistribution
of wealth. This derived from the war booty captured in the military expeditions in
lands under Muslim rule, especially Cérdoba (1010), Granada (1017), and Tortosa (1024),
and from the collection of parias, a form of tribute paid by the Andalusi Taifas first to
the rulers of the Catalan counties and later to those of the kingdoms of Aragon and
Navarre®.

When discussing women'’s access to wealth, it is generally acknowledged that the bulk
of resources came from marriage and widowhood. According to Visigothic law, which
for matters like marriage was still in effect at this time', on the occasion of the
wedding the bride was to be receive the dotalicium. This dowry included two different
gifts. The first one was the dowry (dotis), which was given by the father to his daughter
and, by extension, to the groom, who was entrusted with its management. The second
was the one offered by the future husband, the dower (esponsalitium), which was
normally equal to ten per cent of his assets®. Only during widowhood would women be
almost completely free to dispose of their dowry?¢, as before it was always administered
with permission of the husband. Even so, husbands on their deathbeds would often
subject use of the dowry to the condition that their wives would never remarry.
Without neglecting male religious institutions, because of this constraint many
widowed women from the period found it convenient to use female monasteries as
appropriate place to manage their wealth. This does not automatically mean that
widows who were willing to invest their resources in the commission of works of art
and architecture necessarily professed as nuns. In 992, a woman named Aurucia, who
had previously joined the female community of Sant Pere de les Puelles (Barcelona) not
as nun or deodicata but as deovota', donated a good deal of wine and wheat for the
vaulting of the Catalan monastery of Sant Serni®®. Although committed to the
monastery through promising to be chaste during her widowhood, she never observed
enclosure.

Aristocratic women often opted for a different relationship with the monastery as
dominae. The way of life of a woman acting as domina was much the same as that of the
deovotae. The main difference lay in how they worked to increase the nunnery’s
material wealth, sometimes even spending their own. Documentary evidence from the
female monastery of Santa Cecilia d’Elins (Lleida) mentions Lliicia d’Urgell, countess
consort of Urgell (r. 1077-1092), as « dominatrix », since around 1078 she undertook the
reform of its previous male community, replacing it with a group of nuns from the

Bulletin du centre d'études médiévales d’Auxerre | BUCEMA, 26.1 | 2022



Ut commutando donemus : An Approach to Female Artistic Patronage in Northeast...

same nunnery of les Puelles, while endorsing at the same time the construction of a
new church®.

Ermessenda de Carcassone

As recorded by the obituaries from the cathedral of Girona, Ermessenda de Carcassone
was celebrated for her generosity?. Her brother, Pere Roger (d. 1051), was appointed as
bishop of Girona (r. 1010-1051), from an early date during her marriage to Ramon
Borrell (d. 1017), count of Barcelona, Girona, and Osona (r. 992-1017). This contributed
to her decision to address her power, and most importantly her means, to Girona.
Indeed, she would eventually go so far as to invest some of them in the rebuilding of
the cathedral and to choose it as her final resting place. This project begun in 1015
when Ermessenda de Carcassone and her husband acquired from the bishop the land on
which they later built the female monastery of Sant Daniel de Girona?'.

The goal of this transaction was double. In the first place, before the death of the count,
charters in which the countess’ donations and patronal endeavours were enumerated
usually portrayed her as equal to her husband in terms of patronage. An informative
example is, precisely, the one that records the foundation of Sant Daniel : « we, as one,
are the sellers to you Ramon, count by God’s will, and your wife Ermessenda, countess
by God’s will, who are the purchasers? ». Yet, we do not know of any document that
confirms the residency of Ermessenda de Carcassone behind the walls of the monastery
of Sant Daniel nor of any other donation she made in favour of the nuns or the nunnery
following the years of its foundation. As such, the countess’s agency in establishing the
monastery may have not resulted from her desire to have a place to retire after the
death of her husband. The reasons for its foundation are to be found elsewhere,
particularly, within the delicate situation experienced by the female monastery of Sant
Joan de les Abadesses (Girona) in the years immediately preceding the establishment of
Sant Daniel. As illustrated by the content of Cuperemus Quidem, the bull issued in
1016/1017 by Pope Benedict VIII (r. 1012-1024), the nuns of Sant Joan de les Abadesses
suffered fierce persecution at the hands of count Bernard I of Besalu (r. 988-1020), who
wanted to sponsor the foundation of a new episcopal see in his main territories. This
eventually resulted in the expulsion of the nuns and thus the extinction of the only
female monastery in the diocese of Girona?. This fraught situation, and the lack of any
other suitable space for women from the Girona area who wished to be nuns, may have
prompted Ermessenda de Carcassone’s decision to sponsor the construction of Sant
Daniel. In so doing, she was presenting herself in the eyes of her subjects as fully
capable of managing such religious issues.

Further to the second goal of the 1015 transaction, as part of the same operation,
Ermessenda de Carcassone and her husband asked the countess’s brother to reinvest
the amount of the acquisition of Sant Daniel’s lands in rebuilding and vaulting his
cathedral. This undertaking concurred with the first steps of the canonical reform
undertook in the same years by Pere Roger. As attested by a consecration charter of
1038, this process of rebuilding could begin as soon as in 1015 extending perhaps
uninterruptedly to the early consecration of the cathedral in 1038 and continuing long
after. Another piece of documentary evidence shows, however, that the countess’s
interest in the process of rebuilding the church and the canons’ rooms, was perhaps
greater than her husband’s. It is in her will, written some four decades later, where her
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executors are told to donate to the chapter of the cathedral of Girona, specifying
« thirty ounces of gold in mancusos for the stone vaulting of the room, which should be
the dormitory that I made? ». The formula, particularly the phrase « that I made » («
quam ego feci »), underscores the problematic medieval use of the verb facere to refer
ambivalently to the initiator/patron or to an individual physically involved in the craft
or construction?. Rather than envisioning the countess as participating in the building
process, her assertion should be understood metaphorically, as involved in the spiritual
building of the cathedral’s community who used the dormitory.

The gold donated by the countess for the vaulting of the cathedral’s dormitory reveals
her concern, even in her final moments, for what had been the project of her lifetime.
This is certainly the reason why the consecration charter of 1038 recognises her as one
of the cathedral’s main initiators. As part of assuming this role, in 1038 the countess
took the opportunity to commission a gold altar frontal in which, as noted in a codicil
to the same document, she invested 300 ounces of gold : « Countess Ermessenda, who
on that day in honour of God and the mother Church gave 300 ounces of gold for the
creation of an altar frontal?. » This altar frontal was lost in the aftermath of the
Spanish War of Independence (1808-1809)?”. However, a description from a 1511
inventory of the cathedral of Girona gives a general picture of its features (fig. 1)%.

Fig. 1 — Drawing of the lost golden altar frontal from the Cathedral of Girona. Used with permission
of Iker Spozio.
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14 The frontal was made of gold sheets worked in repoussé to depict a complete cycle of

episodes from the life of Christ and the Virgin, adorned all over with gems and
cabochons. Below the central image of the mother of God was an enamel®. A group of
gems surrounded an enamelwork female donor portrait in which, according to the
inventory, the inscription read « GISLA COMITISSA ME FIERI IUSSIT » [Countess Guisla had me
made], referring to Guisla de Lluga (d. 1079), Ermessenda de Carcassone’s daughter-in-
law?®. Another interesting detail was provided by Juan Gaspar Roig i Jalpi, who saw the
antependium in the seventeenth century and stated that « some Hebrew letters are
inscribed on a carnelian, and on a chalcedony the name of ERMESENDIS, which is that of
the countess of Barcelona® ». Indeed, this chalcedony, still kept in the Museu del Tresor

Bulletin du centre d'études médiévales d’Auxerre | BUCEMA, 26.1 | 2022



15

Ut commutando donemus : An Approach to Female Artistic Patronage in Northeast...

de la Catedral de Girona (Acc. n® 25), was incised with the name of the countess in
reverse in both Latin ERMESIDIS and Arabic xiwmwo,|(Irmisind) (fig. 2)32

Fig. 2 — Ermessenda de Carcassone’s Chalcedony seal (10th-11th c.). Girona, Museu del Tresor de
la Catedral, Acc. n° 25 (cl. T. Martin).

During her widowhood, Ermessenda de Carcassone’s aspiration to rule over the

counties of Girona and Osona was challenged first by her son and legitimate heir,
Berenguer RamonlI (r.1021-1035), and later by her grandson, Ramon Berenguer I
(r. 1035-1076). This eventually meant that she gave away the extensive dower lands of
Girona and Osona that Ramon Borell had bestowed on her, and they passed to her heirs
and to their wives, namely Guisla de Lluga, her son’s second wife, and Almodis de la
Marca (d. 1071), her grandson’s third wife®*. The question that stands out is why the
countess finally involved her daughter-in-law in the creation of the antependium,
unless it was a personal decision. Standing at the very feet of the central image of the
Virgin the enamel depiction of a woman should be defined as what Rico Franses calls a
« contact portrait »*, showing a lay figure together with a holy figure. In fact, in her
depiction as a seated woman, Guisla de Lluca’s portrait is not very much like other
contemporary enamel examples such as the images on the so-called Otto-Mathilden-
Kreuz (c. 971/973-982) and Mathildenkreuz (c. 1000) (Essen Domschatz). In these cases,
abbess Mathilde of Essen (r. 973-1011) is portrayed as a supplicant or holding the cross
she could have commissioned. Guisla de Lluga’s image is, however, more reminiscent of
the portrait of the seated Virgin depicted on the enamel from the second cross. Guisla
de Llugd’s donation may have been made long after her mother-in-law’s, but the
general composition of the antependium, with the chalcedony and the enameled
portrait deliberately positioned in relationship to the Virgin, argues for a strong
cooperation between the two women.
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I argue this collaboration could be read as an attempt by Ermessenda de Carcassone to
gain control over Guisla de Lluca. After the death of Ramon Borrell, Berenguer Ramon I
inherited the rights over the counties of Barcelona, Girona, and Osona while entrusting
her wife Guisla de Lluca and their son with special rights over the county of Osona.
Thus, long before Ramon Berenguer I's aspirations came into play, in the event of an
early death of Berenguer Ramon I, Guisla de Lluga was the person who was to control
some of these same rights and thus the one who could challenge the position to which
Ermessenda de Carcassone believed she was legitimately entitled. Berenguer Ramon I
died in 1035, just some years before the commission of the antependium. While
Ermessenda de Carcassone’s grandson begun governing the three counties immediately
after his death, these marital rights bestowed to the countess and later to her
daughter-in-law did not pass to Almodis de la Marca until long after Berenguer
Ramon I's death.

The text that accompanies the portrait in the antependium leaves no doubt about
Guisla de Llu¢a’s patronage. Ermessenda de Carcassone, on the other hand, chose a very
different way to state her authorship. With the name incised in reverse in two
languages, the gem was conceived in the shape of a seal, even if, as demonstrated by
Therese Martin’s new findings, it was probably never actually used as such®. In this
regard, the countess’s recourse to an object that was commonly used in diplomatic
practices such as gift-giving between foreign courts, when wanting to signify her role
as patron is noteworthy. It turns the gem into a self-representational device which
speaks of her role as ruler, authenticates her donation and legitimates her authority.
When facing widowhood, Estefania de Foix, Ermessenda de Carcassone’s close relative,
used artistic patronage to exercise her power as well.

Estefania de Foix

Married probably at a young age to King Garcia Sdnchez IIT of Navarre (r. 1035-1054)%,
Estefania de Foix’s most transcendent contribution to her adopted kingdom involved
the political concerns of her husband. She was responsible for the commissioning of the
episcopal see of Néjera’s foundation charter - MADRID, Real Academia de la Historia,
B-005-001 - (fig. 3).
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Fig. 3 — Najera Foundation Privilege (1054). MADRID, Real Academia de la Historia, B-005-001 (cl. Real
Academia de la Historia, Madrid).

This presentation folio was copied and illuminated in 1056. Its content details the
foundation terms of the new diocese of Ndjera, in the kingdom of Navarre, as they were
first established by both spouses in 1052%. Iargue that the commissioning of this
privilege allowed the queen to present herself and her successors, especially her son
and heir Sancho Garcés IV (r. 1054-1076), as strong and legitimate rulers, above all in
the eyes of their neighbouring enemies.

Far from what we usually expect from an eleventh-century foundation charter, this
diploma took the form of a very large folio, a full 80 cm long and 58 cm wide. Its
borders were illuminated with a set of miniatures which speak of the queen’s wish to
continue with the project after her husband’s death as attested in the words of the
confirmation and the inscriptions that accompany the portraits of the couple. This is
particularly revealed by the reverse composition of those verses running across the
bottom edge :

HAEC SUNT GARSIAE VERBIS FORMATA MARIE / NITITUR HAEC PROPRIA FIERI CONIUX STEPHANIA

[This was signed to Mary in the words of Garcia. Estefania, his wife, accomplished

this].
Both size and decoration indicate that the folio was conceived to be displayed at critical
points. At that time, the Kingdom of Navarre held several frontier territories that the
late Garcia Sdnchez IIl's brothers, King Ferdinand I of Leén (r.1037-1065) and King
Ramiro I of Aragon (r. 1035-1063), wanted to incorporate into their own neighbouring
kingdoms. Some of the dioceses belonging to the territories under dispute were
integrated within the properties of the new episcopal see of Najera®. The early death of
King Garcfa Sanchez III challenged this temporary solution and his wife needed to cope
with the same problem. Once again, artistic patronage proved to be a useful tool.
Indeed, Estefania de Foix’s dignified role as patron is also highlighted in other works,
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including a now lost golden altar frontal commissioned by the royal couple to provide
the church of Santa Marfa de Néjera with the customarily required liturgical
furnishings. Known from an early modern description that alludes to the queen as the
most likely supervisor of its execution, the frontal’s outer frame was decorated with
the following inscription :

BEATAE MARIAE QUAM SI NESCIRET, NE QUIS DUBITARET CERTISSIME SCIAT, HOC FECIT REX GARSIAS.

HAEC REX PIISSIMUS FECIT GARSIAS BENIGNUS ET STEFANIA ME FACTUM, SUB HONORE MARIA

SCILICET ALMANII DECUS ARTIFICIS VENERANDIS.

[Holy Mary, King Garcfa made this, lest anyone to doubt on what is known. This was

made by the pious and caring King Garcia. And me, in honour of Santa Maria,

Estefania had me made by Almanio, who is said to be praised amongst artists]®.

22 During her widowhood, Estefania de Foix’s initiatives to reinforce her son’s weak
authority were focused on the building and decoration of the church of Santa Maria de
Néjera. Even in her final moments, the queen was still concerned with the completion
of construction. Estefania de Foix’s will recorded the sale of several silver vessels as a
donation « in opera de Sancta Maria » [in the work of Santa Mar{a]*. This had also been
emphatically illustrated in the folio’s large miniatures, one of which shows the queen’s
interest in promoting the construction of the new church (fig. 4-5).

Fig. 4 — Detail of the portrait of Estefania de Foix in Najera's Foundation Privilege (cl. Real
Academia de la Historia, Madrid).
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Fig. 5 — Detail of the model of the Church of Santa Maria la Real de Najera in Najera's Foundation
Privilege (cl. Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid).

The foundation of the bishopric had been a joint effort by the royal couple, and as such,
the donor portraits show the queen and king in opposite corners, with a model of the
church centred between them (cf. fig. 5). The collective nature of the project is stressed
by the fact that both spouses are holding a copy of the foundational scroll in their
hands. However, the king’s hand points directly to the text, seemingly defining him as
the initiator and main donor (fig. 6).
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Fig. 6 — Detail of the portrait of Garcia Sanchez Ill in Najera’s Foundation Privilege (cl. Real
Academia de la Historia, Madrid).

Conversely, the queen is facing and gesturing towards the model of the church, which
allowed a limited, though significant, set of viewers to be aware of her contribution,
her responsibility for the supervision of its construction. Not by chance, the upper
border was significantly decorated with an illumination in which two figures depict the
Annunciation (fig. 7).
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Fig. 7 — Detail of the miniature depicting the Annunciation in Najera's Foundation Privilege (cl. Real
Academia de la Historia, Madrid).

This decoration had a double purpose. On one hand, the depiction of the Virgin was
meant to be an exemplum, that is an exemplary role model for the queen depicted in the
opposite angle. Accordingly, acting as a sacred prototype, the Virgin was not only
legitimizing Estefanfa de Foix’s authority but also sanctifying her undertaking. On the
other hand, the maternal connotations of the Annunciation are particularly suitable to
stress Estefania de Foix’s role in protecting her young son and thus in protecting, by
extension, the kingdom itself*..

The size and the sumptuousness of the folio, which is illuminated with gold in some of
the miniatures, the recourse to such a trope and the use of the images to evoke this
kind of devotion, all argue for the charter being engaged in some viewing practices,
individual and collective. Although there is no reason to believe that the folio was on
permanent public or private display, it is also hard to accept that, after the
confirmation ceremony for which it was copied, it was stored indefinitely. On the
contrary, I suggest that the folio and its decoration, intended as a perpetual reminder
of Garcia Sanchez Il and Estefania de Foix’s power, were conceived to leave a deep
impression on the minds of a restricted set of viewers who were summoned to a range
of special occasions. These would be the kind of events in which Estefania de Foix, her
sons or the clerics of Ndjera would have needed to show their authority in public or to
defend the rights to they were entitled. One of these occasions, as attested by the text
itself, might have been the consecration of the main altar of the new church of Nijera
in 1056%.

Aside from important liturgical ceremonies, the folio and its miniatures seem to have

been also instrumental in arguing against political claims and particularly suitable for
display during ownership disputes. As such, it is worth noticing how the confirmation,
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on the occasion of the consecration, was specifically subscribed by the same kings of
Leén and Aragdn, Ferdinand I and Ramiro I. The rare occasions on which the charter
was brought out and made visible would obviously have heightened its significance. In
this regard, it seems to be no coincidence that the additions on the back of the diploma
during the following centuries record three different judicial processes®. Thus, there
are at least three different occasions on which, as the notes suggest, the document was
momentarily viewed and shared between individuals who were raising claims against
the clerics’ rights. It is worth remembering that, after Garcia Sanchez III's death and
Sancho Garcés IV’s proclamation as king, Estefania de Foix lost all legal and socially
recognized authority. Yet, the commission and creation of the folio and the altar
frontal not only allowed her to publicly exercise her power but also to protect and
preserve her successors’ sovereignty over the Kingdom of Navarre for at least the next
two decades*. The political and familial nature of Estefania de Foix’ concerns was also
shared by other women of lower socioeconomic status, such as Arsenda de Fluvia.

Arsenda de Fluvia

Arsenda de Fluvia is much less well known than her husband, the Catalan warlord
Arnau Mir de Tost. In contrast, he has been constantly celebrated for the facts
surrounding his life and for his artistic undertakings®. Yet, the couple’s first important
effort to consolidate their power as lords of the frontier lordship of Ager (Lleida,
Catalonia), which resulted in the construction of the village’s church of Sant Pere, was
in fact a collaborative one : « quam ego et uxor mea, cui sit requies, simul edificavimus »
[that T and my wife, who may she have rest, built together]*. Among the greatest deeds
of Arnau Mir are his peregrinations to Jerusalem and Compostela, as well as his
constant battles on behalf of the Catalan counts of Urgell to appropriate for them and
himself lands previously under Muslim control. Arsenda de Fluvid’s artistic patronage
shows that, while not being able to match her husband’s accomplishments, she evoked
and emulated them through the works of art she commissioned®.

One that has received some scholarly attention is a wooden box from the family church
of Sant Marti de Tost (Lleida, Catalonia) today kept in the Museu Episcopal de Vic (1040)
(Acc. n® 8641) (fig. 8)*.

Fig. 8 — Reliquary from the Church of Sant Marti de Tost (1040). vic, Museu Episcopal, Acc. n® 8641
(cl. Museu Episcopal de Vic).
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As recorded in the letter that was found inside, this reliquary contained relics from the
Holy Land, namely « portiunculas de ligno et sepulcro Domini, deque vestimentis sive
calciamentis Sancte Marie » [fragments of the Holy Cross and the Lord’s sepulchre, and of
the Virgin’s garments and footwear]®. By the mid-eleventh century, the long and
unsettled journey to Jerusalem was obviously not easily achievable except for a few
privileged travellers, including her husband®. Yet, Arsenda de Fluvia, who never set a
foot in the Holy Land, was the one who asked Oliba, abbot of Saint-Michel de Cuxa and
Santa Maria de Ripoll and bishop of Vic (r. 1008/1009-1046, 1017/1018-1046), to send
them the relics. The prelate, in turn, possibly acquired these precious items in Rome
and forwarded them to Arnau Mir « rogatu tue dilectisime uxoris » [at request of your
loving wife]*".

Travelling to Santiago de Compostela, another of the great pilgrimage destinations, was
probably a desire shared by the couple. It was not until after Arsenda de Fluvia’s death,
however, that her husband, as suggested by an inventory of his assets®?, made the
journey. As a prolific patron seeking for salvation, it would not be surprising if Arsenda
de Fluvia’s will had included any donation for its cathedral®. Her testament records
how she offered substantial sums of money for the creation of silver altar frontals for
the Catalan churches of Sant Serni de Tavérnoles and Sant Andreu de Tresponts, and
donated a range of textiles, censers and other liturgical furnishings to many churches*,
without any specific mention of Compostela. Instead, her wish to visit the tomb of St.
James was perhaps expressed in a less direct way. By means of her last will, she ordered
several bridges to be built.

As part of their civic duties, rulers from neighbouring kingdoms promoted the
construction of bridges. Just before dying, King Ramiro I of Aragén commanded his
executors to build two bridges, one of them the so-called bridge of Cacabiello over the
river Gallego®. Sometimes, as with the bridge of the Galician village of Portomarin that
queen Urraca of Leén (r.1109-1126) ordered to be rebuilt, the motivation is much
discussed. The destruction of the bridge and its subsequent reconstruction has
traditionally been seen as the result of hostilities between the queen and the
archbishop of Compostela, Diego Gelmirez (r. 1120-1140), especially as its deliberate
collapse prevented the prelate from collecting the « pontazgo » a tax paid by pilgrims
for crossing the bridge®.

Interpreted as a charitable gesture, the key to Arsenda de Fluvia’s initiative is probably
in her last words :

Et hoc que remanserit de meum mobilem precipio dare (...) in pontibus super aquas siue
ingredibus malignis construendos in itineribus santis (...).
[And from what remains of my assets, I decide to donate to the bridges over waters
or dangerous paths on the holy routes]®.
These « itineribus santis » or holy paths on which Arsenda de Fluvia’s bridges were to be

built, are none other than the pilgrimage roads of the Way of St. James.

The trip to Compostela was certainly more accessible than the Holy Land. Yet, being on
the verge of death and, thus, incapable of personally reaching the Apostle’s tomb,
through the construction of the bridges Arsenda de Fluvia facilitated the pilgrimage of
others. In so doing, her action was likened to the virtues of the so-called builder saints
of the Way of Saint of James®, for example St. Raymond Gairard, St. Gongalo de
Amarante, Petrus Deustambem and, especially, to those of St. Ermengol, a saint native
to the same lands of Urgell and almost a contemporary of the couple who, according to
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his hagiographic legend, had built with his own hands some years before the Bridge of
Bar (Lleida, Catalonia)®.

The pair of objects that best convey Arnau Mir’s interest in warfare are the sword,
shield and spear that in 1066 Arsenda de Fluvia donated for the decoration of the altar
frontal of Sant Serni de Tavérnoles®, For a better understanding of the consequences of
such donation, it should be compared with the donation made around 1100 by Felicia
de Roucy, queen consort of Aragén (r.1070-1094). The Metropolitan Museum of Art
holds two panels consisting of wooden supports, one displaying Byzantine and the
other Romanesque ivory carvings, each depicting a Crucifixion and surrounded by a
precious metalwork frame (Acc. n°17.190.134, 17.190.33). The Romanesque ivory
figures are framed by repoussé silver with the following text :

tH(e)c(us) // Na / zar // EN(u)s [I€sus Nazarénus or « Jesus the Nazarene »] (on top),
FELI // cia / REG // INA [Felicia Regina « Queen Felicia »] (in the lower section) (fig. 9).

Fig. 9 — Jaca Ivories. NEW YORK, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Acc. n° 17.190.134, 17.190.33 (cl.
With permission of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New-York).

Thus, the inscription running at the feet of Christ, clearly sets out the identity of the
patron.

The inclusion in the work of a tenth-century Byzantine plaque and a sapphire incised
with an Arabic inscription is quite significant. We do not know if Felicia de Roucy had
them as diplomatic gifts or as a result of pillage from one of the many military
campaigns her husband, King Sancho Ramirez of Aragén (r.1063-1095), carried out
against the Muslims®'. Either way, they were probably part of her personal treasury. If
s0, a donation of such costly objects to a work conceived not for personal use but for
devotional purposes speaks of the queen’s desire to incorporate a part of herself within
the panels, even at the expense of her own impoverishment. At the same, this donation
also helped her to show publicly how she was participating, even indirectly as
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recipient, in matters of war or diplomatic exchange that were mainly carried out by the
male members of her family. In fact, the presence of the sapphire, a type of object that
belonged to the elite realm of the culture these rulers almost obsessively sought to
suppress, into an essentially Christian item, may be considered, alongside battles and
conquests, another form of appropriation.

This appears as relevant, especially because in 1086, even before her husband’s death,
the marriage rights to which Felicia de Roucy was entitled were removed from her in
favour of the heir. Her dowry had been quite significant since it granted her certain
control over lands in the Aragonese county of Ribagorza®. Thus, she was devoid of her
primary income. Relegated to play only a minor role in the kingdom’s political affairs,
Felicia de Roucy may have found in this commission an alternative way to perform her
already limited power as widow and queen consort. Not surprisingly she decided to
offer the work to the nunnery of Santa Marfa de Santa Cruz de la Serds (Aragén)®.
Induced by their father, King of Aragén Ramiro I, two of her sisters-in-law, Teresa and
Urraca Ramirez (d. 1090), had joined the community at an early date®, A third, Sancha
Ramirez (d. 1097), countess consort of Urgell (r. 1063-1065), had provided most of the
nunnery’s foundational wealth®. It was thus a monastery ruled by the female members
of Felicia de Roucy’s family by marriage and a place where the queen may not have
found limitations on expressing her queenship.

It is of particular interest to see how these objects that come essentially from the
secular world, instead of being regifted as diplomatic gifts or used to fund the sort of
military campaigns that may have supplied them in the first place, were repurposed by
the will of these women into liturgical objects. The motivation behind this, aside from
piety, relates to the fact that, when donating in favour of the Church, women did not
encounter the same restrictions that they experienced when trying to participate
typically male affairs.

As potential followers of their legacy, Arsenda de Fluvia and Arnau Mir were very much
involved in instructing and taking care of their children, both in life and after death.
Again, some of the works of art and architecture they sponsored or treasured mirror
this particular concern. In 1065 the early death of their only son and heir stimulated
them to attempt to subject the church of Ager to Cluny®, while expecting in return
from the Cluniac monks annual commemoration for him and prayers « propter remdium
animae karissimi filii nostri Guilelmi » [for the soul of our dearest son Guillem]*’.

Their daughters, Valenca and Ledgarda (d. 1094), received a valuable though also
intangible inheritance. From all the items listed in Arsenda de Fluvia’s will, the only
surviving object is an incomplete group of rock crystal chess pieces today kept in the
Kuwait National Museum and the Museu de Lleida (Acc. n° 1473, 1473bis) (fig. 10)¢,
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Fig. 10 — Chess pieces from the Church of Sant Pere d’Ager. LLEIDA, Museu de Lleida, Acc. n° 1473,
1473bis (cl. V. C. Abenza Soria).

This small treasure received as an inheritance by Ledgarda not only embodies her

parents’ lifetime contact with the Muslim world, but is also part of a far-reaching
lesson she learned from her mother. Following Arsenda de Fluvia’s example, Valenga
founded and built the church of Santa Maria de Mur (Lleida, Catalonia) at the core of
her own territorial domains and later endowed its treasury with a rich set of books,
crosses, chalices, reliquaries, and textiles for its assisting priests®, while Ledgarda
finally bequeathed the chess pieces to her own heirs?.

Conclusions

When dealing with the Middle Ages, the notion of patronage should be taken as a multi-
layered concept. This is illustrated, for instance, by the different roles assumed by
women who donated, sponsored, or simply facilitated the creation of medieval works of
art and architecture. In view of the limited power these women were able to exercise in
typically male affairs such as war or diplomacy, in most cases they decided to address
their efforts to the Church, a realm in which, in terms of artistic patronage, their
agency was not subjected to the same kind of social and gender restrictions. At the
same time, in an exercise of authority to demonstrate their, even indirect, involvement
in such government matters, they repurposed the items derived from this secular
world into devotional furnishings.

Even when women were directly involved in lay undertakings, as in the construction of
bridges, their initiatives were in most cases mediated by their spiritual duties and
expectations. Yet, significant examples, such as queen Urraca’s destruction of the
bridge of Portomarin, prove this sort of agency could also respond to the need of
accomplishing their own political interests. Although generally included in works of a
religious nature, the visual and textual devices these women used for self-
representation were also deliberately conceived as political statements and, thus,
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aimed at a wider audience. Whereas their patterns of patronage were not dissimilar to
those of their male counterparts, the motivations behind their agency were in many
cases attempts to subvert their social restrictions, ones that men did not face.
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ABSTRACTS

Centring on the specific context of northeastern Iberia in the eleventh century, this article offers
a concept of patronage as it was understood by the women who performed it. While medievalists
are accustomed to reconstructing the circumstances in which an artwork was born, when
studying artistic patronage there is still a general tendency to avoid consideration of the social,
economic, and legal differences between men and women in the Middle Ages. By focusing on a
representative set of women from the period, one of the main goals of this article is to show that,
beyond devotional reasons, artistic patronage helped medieval women overcame some of these
social constraints and allowed them to exercise different degrees of power and authority.

Centré sur le contexte spécifique du nord-est de la péninsule Ibérique au xi© siecle, cet article
s'intéresse au mécénat tel qu'il était compris par les femmes qui le pratiquaient. Alors que les
médiévistes sont habitués a reconstituer les circonstances dans lesquelles une ceuvre d’art est
née, lorsqu’on étudie le mécénat artistique, on a encore tendance a éviter de prendre en compte
les différences sociales, économiques et juridiques entre les hommes et les femmes au Moyen
Age. En se concentrant sur un ensemble représentatif de femmes de I'époque, I'un des principaux
objectifs de cet article est de montrer que, au-dela des motifs liés a la dévotion, le mécénat
artistique a aidé les femmes médiévales a surmonter certaines de leurs contraintes sociales et

leur a permis d’exercer différents degrés de pouvoir et d’autorité.
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Keywords: female artistic patronage, authorship, gender, gift-giving, inscriptions, donor
portraits
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