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M MAKE IT! Stained glass has existed since ancient 
times, but it became more popular in the Middle Ages. 
Your school is going to renovate the library and wants 
to install a stained-glass window above the entryway. 

In groups, create a design for this stained-glass window. 
Make a model of your window using different materials. 
Then, hang up your stained-glass windows around the 
classroom.  

UNIT 11 The Church influenced many aspects  

of life during the Middle Ages.  

This influence can be seen in the 

illustrated, handwritten manuscripts 

and paintings as well as the majestic 

cathedrals in cities all over Europe.



P POST IT! Even though travelling was difficult in 
the Middle Ages, many people made pilgrimages as an 
expression of their faith. One of the most popular 
pilgrimage routes was and still is the Way of St. James 
(Camino de Santiago). This route ends at the cathedral 
of Santiago de Compostela where the bones of St. 
James are thought to be buried. Imagine that you have 
just arrived at the cathedral after many weeks of 

walking. You have taken the traditional route from St. 
Jean Pied-du-Port to Santiago de Compostela. Research 
the cities and noteworthy sites along this route. Write 
a message to your family telling them how you felt on 
the journey, some of your favourite experiences and 
the most interesting places you visited along the route. 
Post your message on the blog.

DURING THE MIDDLE AGES, CATHEDRALS SHOWED THE RELIGIOUS DEVOTION 
OF THE LOCAL POPULATION, REFLECTED THE POWER OF THE CHURCH,  

AND GAVE PRESTIGE AND ECONOMIC WEALTH TO THE CITY.

Buildings nowadays also have the ability to give a city importance. Your city  
is holding a design competition for the construction of a new building  
in the city centre. The judges will choose a building that is attractive,  

valuable to the city, and earns the city the most money.

In groups, discuss the advantages  
and disadvantages of constructing different buildings, such as a sports centre,  

a museum, an amusement park, a theatre or any other building your group 
thinks of. Create a proposal for a building you believe will win this competition. 

Present your proposal and its winning qualities to your class.

S SAY IT!
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01 RELIGION AND CULTURE IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

1 RELIGION AS THE CENTRE OF LIFE

Medieval culture was deeply religious. The literature, philosophy and arts of 
the period reflected a theocentric mentality, or in other words, God was at the 
centre of all things. All daily activities were also governed by religion. Therefore, 
representatives of the Catholic Church exercised strong ideological, economic 
and social control. The bishop of Rome, the pope, was head of the Church and 
his residence was in Rome. There were two large groups beneath him: the 
secular clergy and the regular clergy.

THE SECULAR CLERGY

The secular clergy was made up of members of the Church who were integrated 
into society and performed pastoral functions: giving the sacrament, officiating 
at religious ceremonies and preaching. It was organised as follows:

• The basic management was done by the priests, who were in contact with 
the faithful via the parishes.

• Above them were the high clergy: the bishops managed the diocese, made 
up of a group of parishes; the archbishops governed a group of dioceses, the 
archdioceses.

THE REGULAR CLERGY

The regular clergy consisted of individuals living in a religious community. 
They followed precepts, which were sets of rules that imposed discipline and 
organised everyday life. The regular clergy congregated in orders.

The monastic orders consisted of monks living in isolated monasteries in 
rural areas. Most followed the Rule of Saint Benedict, which instructed them 
to pray and work. These were the monks important monastic orders:

• The Order of Cluny. This order spread throughout Europe in the 11th century. 
Its monasteries were very powerful and many farmers worked in them.

• The Cistercian Order. This order was founded in the 12th century in reaction 
to the wealth that had been accumulated by the Order of Cluny. In contrast, 
it imposed a return to the simple life and manual labour.

The mendicant orders emerged in the 12th century to preach in cities. At the 
start, members lived from alms. These were the main orders:

• The Franciscans. The Franciscan Order was founded by Saint Francis of 
Assisi and sought a return to a model of life which mirrored the poverty of 
Christ, prompting clashes between this order and the papacy.

• The Dominicans (the Order of Preachers). The Dominican Order was founded 
by Saint Dominic. At its heart were great theologians like Saint Thomas 
Aquinas.

 secular clergy

 Saint Francis
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EXPRESSIONS OF RELIGION 

PILGRIMAGES

Pilgrimages were journeys that were undertaken to venerate holy places. In return for 
their efforts, pilgrims obtained indulgences; or in other words, their sins were forgiven.

The most important pilgrimages were those that led to Jerusalem, Rome and Santiago 
de Compostela.

A lot of commercial activity revolved around the pilgrims to attend to their needs 
during their journeys. In addition, pilgrimages allowed the spread of artistic styles 
and cultural trends. All of these factors contributed to the growth of cities located on 
pilgrim routes. 

pilgrim

CRUSADES

Christianity launched eight Crusades between 1095 and 1270. They were military 
expeditions to retake the Holy Land; or in other words, the land where Jesus Christ 
preached and died, which was in the hands of Islam. The Crusades were inspired by the 
popes; and kings, nobles, knights and poor men took part. Through these initiatives, the 
popes sought to strengthen their authority and channel the warlike tendencies of the 
feudal nobility towards a cause that they considered to be just. 

In the 12th and 13th centuries, the crusaders formed several kingdoms, of which the 
most important was the Kingdom of Jerusalem. However, the Muslims ended up 
recovering the territories that they had lost.

The Crusades were also the origin of military orders, made up of knights who were both 
monks and soldiers. The most important were the Templars, who were custodians of 
the Holy Sepulchre of Christ in Jerusalem, and the Hospitallers, who cared for pilgrims.

13th century miniature

POPULAR RELIGIOSITY

Religion during the Middle Ages was inspired by ancient pagan customs that the Church 
adapted to Christianity, such as funeral rites and festivities related to the seasons. Saints 
were worshipped, and processions were made in their honour. Their relics were 
venerated, and offerings were made to them. Preachers called on the masses to perform 
public acts of penitence. On occasion, they would encourage the masses to attack Jews 
and the rich.

Finally, there were frequent heresies, which were interpretations of religion that 
deviated from the Church’s doctrine. Some of these heresies, like the Albigensian 
Heresy, also known as Catharism, or the Hussite Heresy, had a significant social impact.

execution of heretics

IT’S A FACT! 
TODAY, THOUSANDS OF PILGRIMS travel to Santiago de Compostela  
(A Coruña) to worship the tomb of the apostle. However, there are many other 
reasons that inspire a pilgrim to take this journey, such as simply getting closer  
to nature, taking on a physical challenge, or taking a moment for self-reflection.
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2 CULTURE IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

MONASTERIES

Until the 12th century, culture was shut away in monasteries. Monks were 
virtually the only people who could read and write. Much of their work took 
place at the desks in the monastery library, where they made copies of works 
of the early Christian thinkers.

Although Greco-Roman culture was not completely rejected, only that which 
was compatible with Christian doctrine was accepted. This limited the amount 
of knowledge and dissemination of classic works.

MEDIEVAL MONASTERIES

A

C

B

D
E

F

A  Some monks worked in the monastery 
gardens, from where they obtained their food.

B  In the library, known as the scriptorium, 
monks copied literary ancient texts.

C  The church was an important part of the 
monastery, as the main activity of the 
monks was prayer.

D  The rooms of the monastery were 
organised around the cloister.

E  Monasteries sometimes had a guesthouse, 
where pilgrims stayed.

F  All daily activities, such as meals that were 
eaten in the refectory, were governed by 
schedules and rules.

UNIVERSITIES

With the urban growth in the High Middle Ages, cultural activity moved to 
cities. Thanks to the bishops of cities like Paris and Chartres, schools associated 
with the local cathedral were founded. The first universities or studia generalia 
emerged from these schools in the 13th century. Students studied arts, law, 
medicine and theology. The most important universities were the Sorbonne 
(Paris), which was attended by the greatest intellectuals, and the universities 
of Oxford (England) and Bologna (Italy).

In the 13th century, there was a shift in philosophical thought through the 
work of the Muslim philosopher Averroes, who helped spread Aristoteles’ ideas 
in the West. The most important medieval philosopher was Thomas Aquinas, 
whose work synthesised Christian and Aristotelian thought and who had a big 
influence on European culture.

S
What is the role of a university 
nowadays? How important are 
they for the cultural life of a 
country? 

KEY STRUCTURES:  If there were no 
universities ...; Their role is to ...; You can 
do courses in ...

KEY VOCABULARY:  excellence, 
educate, discoveries, courses, graduates
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LITERATURE IN ROMANCE LANGUAGES

After the fall of the Roman Empire, Latin evolved into the Romance languages: 
French, Portuguese, Castilian, Catalan, etc. However, Latin remained the 
language of culture in ecclesiastical and university spheres for many 
centuries. Therefore, the languages used by intellectuals and spoken by the 
people were different. 

In the 13th century, the Romance languages consolidated their place in 
literature.

CHANSONS DE GESTE

The earliest forms of literary expression were chansons de geste, epic poems that 
narrated the legendary feats of a hero. Minstrels related these poems from memory.  
They were wandering artists who travelled to villages reciting poetry and playing musical 
instruments.

The best-known chansons are The Song of Roland, in French, and The Poem of the Cid, 
in Castilian.

minstrels  

COURTLY POETRY

Another form of literary expression was courtly poetry. This poetry emerged in the 
castles of Provence, in today’s southern France, and was recited by troubadours.  
They were poets who lived in the courts of nobles, where they composed and recited 
their own works. They sang about love and the beauty of the ladies. They were 
influenced by chivalric ideals and by the cult of love, which became fashionable amongst 
nobles and courtiers. 

troubadours 

THE ADVANCEMENT OF SECULAR CULTURE

During the High and Late Middle Ages, along with commercial and urban 
growth, there was a strong increase in the number of intellectuals who were 
not clergymen. They were law experts, poets or historians who not only lived 
in the courts of kings and nobles, but also attended to the cultural demands of 
the bourgeoisie.

The 14th century, with its many conflicts, was marked by a strongly pessimistic 
way of thinking and an obsession with death. This was reflected in art and 
literature, with the artistic genre called the Dance of Death. 

In Italian cities, this was the century of the precursors of Humanism, with 
poets such as Dante, Boccaccio and Petrarch. This cultural trend spread 
beyond the Italian Peninsula during the 15th century. It was focused on the 
concept of the individual and a view of the world that was more independent 
of religion.

BOOKS OF HOURS AND 
LITERACY

Books of hours, which were illustrated, 
were intended for prayer and religious 
meditation amongst the clergy and 
also in the secular world. This 
represented a tentative advancement 
in the literacy level  
of the population,  
especially among  
wealthier urban  
groups and the 
nobility. 
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3 THE CULTURAL WEALTH OF THE IBERIAN PENINSULA

EUROPEAN TRENDS ON THE IBERIAN PENINSULA

Until the 12th century, all culture in the Christian kingdoms, as in the rest of 
Europe, was determined by the Church. The monasteries were the repositories 
of knowledge, which was found in their libraries, and the religious orders were 
in charge of transmitting the theocentric vision that dominated in these 
feudal times.

During the High Middle Ages, the Christian areas on the Peninsula, particularly 
the western territories, were suppressed by the dominant culture of Al-Ándalus.  

However, from the 11th century on, the Christian kingdoms embraced 
European political, economic and cultural trends fully.

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES IN THE CHRISTIAN KINGDOMS

The arrival of the Order of Cluny, introduced by French knights who took part 
in the Reconquista, led to the establishment of monasteries of this order. In 
addition, it caused the spread of European art from this period: Romanesque 
art.

Marriages between the royal families of France and England led to an increase 
in models of vassalage, reinforcing the feudal pyramid. To this was added the 
expansion of the Crown of Aragón in the Midi region and throughout the 
whole Mediterranean region.

Pilgrimages to Compostela became popular, bringing pilgrims, intellectuals 
and merchants from all Europe. Faced with this influx of pilgrims, many 
people set up businesses along the Way of St. James (Camino de Santiago).

WAY OF ST. JAMES

In the 9th century, the idea that the apostle St. James was buried 
in Galicia spread. As a result, the city of Santiago de Compostela 
rose up next to what was thought to be the sepulchre, and a 
Romanesque cathedral was built. Many European pilgrims travelled 
to the city to visit the apostle’s tomb, helping to consolidate this 
route.

Since the 11th century, when danger from the Muslims had 
diminished, the Way of St. James experienced a boom, as it was 
protected by the Christian monarchs.

Along the Way of St. James, villages and towns sprang up. They 
specialised in serving pilgrims, with hospices and neighbourhoods 
of Frankish traders.

León

Sahagún

Carrión de
los Condes

Frómista Burgos
Nájera Logroño

Pamplona

Sangüesa

Roncesvalles

Puente
la Reina

Santiago de
Compostela

Ponferrada
Astorga

Jaca

Canfranc

Somport

Santo Domingo
de la Calzada

Villafranca
del BierzoPuertomarín

BEATUS MANUSCRIPTS

These works were conserved in 
monastery libraries. The manuscripts 
were meticulously copied by hand 
and adorned with rich and expressive 
illustrations.

One of the manuscripts that was 
copied the most times was that by the 
monk Beatus of Liébana, Commentary 
on the Apocalypse. Its illustrations 
reflected the horrors of the Last 
Judgement. Therefore, an illustrated 
medieval manuscript is known as 
a Beatus.
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CONTACT BETWEEN THE THREE CULTURES

In Al-Ándalus, cultural activity continued in spite of the political crisis of the 
11th century. The different taifa courts made many efforts to promote the work 
of scientists; poets, like Ibn Quzman and Ibn Hazm; and, above all, 
philosophers like Averroes (who was responsible for spreading Aristotelian 
thought in the West), and Ibn Arabi.

Jewish thought also developed in Islamic territories, thanks to key figures 
such as the doctor and theologian Moses Maimonides.

In the 12th century, Jewish, Muslim and Christian intellectuals began a period 
of unprecedented cultural collaboration through the Toledo School of 
Translators, where many great works of eastern thought were translated from 
Arabic into Latin. 

There were also translations into Romance languages, at the court of the king 
of Castilla, Alfonso X. Along with intellectuals of the three religions, he was the 
author of works on law, history, poetry and astronomy.

ALFONSO X ‘EL SABIO’

The Castilian monarch Alfonso X was renowned for his work in politics and culture, 
which earned him the title ‘the Wise‘ (‘el Sabio‘).

During his reign in the 13th century, he fostered intellectual activities, by supporting 
institutions like the Toledo School of Translators. In addition, he wrote works of 
various kinds: poetic, such as The Canticles of Holy Mary, written in Galician; 
historical, such as the Crónica General; and the work in which he set out the first 
spelling rules of Castilian.

CULTURE IN THE LATE MIDDLE AGES

As in the rest of Europe, culture in the final stage of the Middle Ages on the 
Iberian Peninsula was influenced by urban development and by the 
secularisation of culture.

UNIVERSITIES

From the 13th century on, the first universities or studia generalia appeared. 
The first university was founded in Palencia, where, from 1185, there was a 
cathedral school on which Alfonso VIII granted the status of studium generale 
or university in 1212. The University of Salamanca was founded in 1218, and 
that of Valladolid in 1293.

LITERATURE

From the 14th century on, theocentrism was superseded and this was evident 
in literature, with a proliferation of works focusing on human themes. 

Some of the most outstanding are: Tales of Count Lucanor, by Juan Manuel; 
The Book of Good Love, by the Archpriest of Hita; and the chivalric romance 
Amadís de Gaula.

IT’S A FACT! 
ANOTHER EXAMPLE OF THE 
CONTACT BETWEEN CULTURES 
was the work of Ramon Llull, an 
intellectual of the Crown of Aragón, 
who wrote works of philosophy, 
theology, science and grammar in 
Latin, Arabic and Catalan.

 The Book of Good Love
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1 ROMANESQUE ART

Romanesque art developed in Western Europe during the 11th and 12th 
centuries. Due to the markedly religious nature the feudal society, this form 
of art was linked to Church buildings such as monasteries and temples.

Romanesque art originated in Burgundy, France, and from there spread to the 
rest of Europe. This was aided by the Order of Cluny, who built their monasteries 
in Romanesque style, and by pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela.

ARCHITECTURE

buttress

portal

apse

dome

barrel vault

side nave

central nave

pillar

tower 
• Churches were built in the form of a Latin 

cross: the main arm, or transept, was longer 
than the other one. The intersection 
between arms was known as the crossing. 
At the same time, each arm could be divided 
in different naves.

• The naves were separated by pillars. They 
helped support the weight of the roof, which 
was formed by a barrel vault.

• At the intersection of the two arms, a dome 
was sometimes erected, as were one or two 
towers at the feet.

• There was a semi-circular area at the end of 
the church, known as an apse.

• The walls were very thick; they were made 
of ashlars (cut stone blocks), reinforced by 
buttresses.

There were few openings and they were tapered across the 
thickness of the wall. This gave the outside a solid appearance.

The interior was dark, producing an atmosphere of meditation 
that was conducive to prayer.

 Abbey Church of Sainte-Foy, Conques (France)  Basilica of Saint-Sernin, Toulouse (France)

02 EUROPEAN ART IN THE MIDDLE AGES
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ROMANESQUE IMAGES: SCULPTURE AND PAINTING

Romanesque sculpture and painting had an educational function. They were 
the only way to educate people, who were mainly illiterate, on religious matters. 
With this aim in mind, neither sculpture nor painting were characterised by the 
search for beauty or technical perfection.

Artists did not use proportion or perspective, and did not aim to reflect reality 
or movement. Their aim was to instil the fear of sin and the Last Judgement in 
people, as well as to inspire respect through the hierarchical structure of 
images.

SCULPTURE

Sculptures were almost always attached to buildings and adapted to their form.

Wooden carvings were also made,  
mainly of Christ on the cross or the Virgin  
with the infant Christ  
seated on her lap  
as though  
she were his  
throne.

The portals mainly depict the image of 
Christ Pantocrator, or ruler of the Universe. 
There was also often a depiction of the 
Last Judgement, of the Four Evangelists, or 
their symbols (a bull, an eagle, a man and 
a lion), and the apostles. They were 
located at the top of the portal, an area 
known as the tympanum.

The capitals of the columns were carved 
with demons and eastern-inspired 
fantastic beasts, symbolising the evils of 
sin, as well as religious themes

 detail of the tympanum at Moissac 
Abbey, Moissac (France) 

 Romanesque capitals, Collegiate  
of San Miguel de Elines, Cantabria

Virgin of Veciana 

PAINTING

Painting was mainly done in fresco to decorate the interior of church walls. However, 
panel paintings were also produced to decorate the altars.

Some of the most common themes were the Virgin with child and the Pantocrator. 
Figures were usually shown surrounded by an almond-shaped halo, known  
as a mandorla.

Pantocrator of San Clemente de 
Tahull, Lleida
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2 GOTHIC ART

Gothic art also originated in France, in the Paris region, and spread throughout 
Europe between the 13th and 15th centuries. It was closely linked to urban 
expansion and the power of the bourgeoisie. Therefore, important civil 
buildings were built, such as city halls, exchange buildings and palaces for the 
urban oligarchy.

However, it remained an essentially religious style, in which the most 
important building was the cathedral. In Gothic art, God was no longer a stern 
and distant judge, but represented harmony and light. 

ARCHITECTURE

Cathedrals were built in grand proportions and were located in cities with an episcopal 
headquarters. 

The floor plan of the building resembled a Latin cross, but unlike in Romanesque 
architecture, the arm of the cross, or the transept, did not extend outwards.

A  Gothic buildings rose to a great height, and were usually capped by sharp towers 
with pointed elements called pinnacles.

B  The weight of the Gothic vault was supported by exterior buttresses with arches 
known as flying buttresses.

C  Another element that often appears is gargoyles, which are sculptural adornments 
that depict monsters and fantastic beasts.

A B C

 Milan Cathedral (Italy)   Cologne Cathedral (Germany)   Barcelona Cathedral (Spain)

D  The Gothic building rose in height, 
and pointed or ogival arches and 
rib vaults were used. A rib vault was 
lighter than the barrel vault, and 
was formed by the intersection of 
two vaults with pointed arches. They 
were reinforced by cross ribs.

E  Rib vaults, supported by a system of 
buttresses and flying buttresses, meant 
that walls could be high and thin,  
and often replaced by large stained  
glass windows. This gave the effect of 
brightness and colour on the  
inside. If the stained 
glass window was  
round, it was  
known as a rose  
window. 

S
Have you ever visited a church 
or a cathedral? Where is it 
located? In pairs, talk about your 
visit. Describe the style. Was it 
Romanesque, Gothic or any 
other style you recognise? What 
characteristics did you notice?

KEY STRUCTURES:   I've visited a ...; 
The (cathedral) I visited is in ...; I think it's 
an example of the ... style; In the interior, I 
could see ...

Reims Cathedral 
(France)

D

Church of  
Saint Nicolás, 

Portomarín (Spain)

E
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GOTHIC CATHEDRAL

tower

flying buttress

buttress

pointed arch
rib vault

stained glass window

GOTHIC CATHEDRAL FAÇADE GOTHIC CATHEDRAL FLOOR PLAN

mullion
jambs

tympanum

archivolts

rose window

pinnacles

ambulatory

crossing 

central 
nave

side naves

transept transept 

apse chapels 

CIVIL ARCHITECTURE

The expanding towns and cities, and 
the growing power of the bourgeoisie 
led to the construction of public 
buildings.

 Leuven Town Hall (Belgium)
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SCULPTURE

Gothic sculpture differed in some key respects from Romanesque sculpture. It 
gradually became independent of the architectural framework and gained in 
expressiveness and movement. It was less distant and cold, too, as it adopted more 
human characteristics.

Themes, although similar, were modified. Christ was no longer presented as an 
almighty God who was above pain, but as one who suffered from crucifixion. 
The Virgin was no longer represented as a feudal lady, but as a loving mother. 

Themes related to Mary were now the most widely used when decorating 
portals.

Funerary sculpture also developed. Members of the higher clergy and nobility 
were often buried inside churches, and their tombs were carved as recumbent 
figures.

A recumbent figure is a statue sculpture in which the person depicted is lying 
down, as in the sepulchre of Pedro V of Queralt and Alamanda of Rocabertí in 
the Santa María del Bell-Lloc church in Santa Coloma de Queralt (image below).

PAINTING

In Gothic art, painting also became less strictly dependent on the style of 
architecture. This is because when large windows were opened up in the walls, it 
was no longer necessary to decorate the walls with frescoes as it had been in the 
Romanesque period. Panel painting therefore became widespread.

Nobles, the clergy and the bourgeoisie commissioned pious works on panels in 
which they were portrayed. They placed them in their own homes or donated 
them to churches.

Diptychs and triptychs, which were sets of two or three folding panels, were 
made. Large altarpieces, which were wooden structures made up of numerous 
painted panels and placed upon the altars of churches, also became popular.

 White Virgin of the Toledo Cathedral

 altarpiece of the Virgin, Sigena (Huesca)
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OUTSTANDING FEATURES OF EUROPEAN GOTHIC PAINTING

ITALIAN GOTHIC PAINTING

In the 14th century, in the Italian cities of Siena and Florence, a 
more lifelike, natural style of painting arose. Giotto is one of the 
most well-known artists to paint in this style. Little by little, the 
flat golden backgrounds of the Byzantine style were replaced by 
natural landscapes and architectural constructions, with the 
gradual introduction of perspective.

 Allegory of Good Government, fresco by Lorenzetti  The Dream of St. Joachim, by Giotto

FLEMISH PAINTING

During the 15th century, another important style of painting 
arose in the Flanders region. Artists such as Jan van Eyck and 
Rogier van der Weyden created highly detailed paintings in a 
realist style. 

They perfected the oil painting technique, which allowed them to 
paint people and places more accurately.

 Descent from the Cross, by Rogier van der Weyden

Arnolfini Portrait, by Jan van Eyck
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1 ROMANESQUE ART

On the Iberian Peninsula, Romanesque art was at its height in the 11th and 
12th centuries. The style spread due to the Way of St. James.

ARCHITECTURE

Monasteries and churches were built 
along the Way of St. James. At first, the 
constructions were small rural 
monasteries, but with time they evolved 
into great urban churches. They include 
temples such as the Basilica of San 
Isidoro in León and the Church of 
San Martín de Tours in Frómista.

The Santiago de Compostela Cathedral 
added an architectural element that was 
specific to temples that were pilgrimage 
sites: the girola or ambulatory. This 
space, located behind the altar, allowed 
pilgrims to walk past.

In Aragón, the most representative 
building in this style was undoubtedly the 
Cathedral of Jaca. Original ornamental 
elements were introduced here, such as 
the Jaca-style checkers moulding, which 
consisted of decoration using square 
blocks. This ornamental style is also 
present in civil buildings, such as the 
Loarre Castle in Huesca.

 Loarre Castle (Huesca) Church of San Martín de Tours,  
Frómista (Palencia)

 Santiago de Compostela Cathedral

Many churches were built in the 12th century. They include the Church of San Millán de 
Duero in Soria, the Cathedral of Zamora and the Collegiate Church of Santa María la Mayor 
in Toro (Zamora).

 Collegiate Church of Santa María la Mayor in Toro (Zamora)

03 MEDIEVAL ART ON THE IBERIAN PENINSULA



CULTURE AND ART IN THE MIDDLE AGES 203

SCULPTURE

Sculpture was mostly made out of stone. It can be seen on the 
capitals of columns, such as the ones in the cloisters of the 
Monastery of San Juan de la Peña in Huesca and the abbey of 
Santo Domingo de Silos in Burgos. Sculpture can also also be seen 
in portals, such as the portal of the Monastery of Ripoll in Girona, 
and the portals of the southern façade and Portico of Glory of the 
Santiago de Compostela Cathedral. There were also sculptures of 
religious images made out of painted polychrome wood.

 close-up of the capitals in the cloisters of the Monastery of San Juan 
de la Peña (Huesca)

 southern façade of the Santiago de Compostela Cathedral

PAINTING        

The interiors of Romanesque churches were decorated with fresco paintings. The most 
frequent examples are found in the apses of churches in Cataluña and Aragón, such as 
the frescoes the Church of Tahull in Lleida. There are also examples of frescoes in the 
Basilica of San Isidoro, in León and in the Hermitage of Vera Cruz, in Maderuelo (Segovia).

 Hermitage of Vera Cruz, Maderuelo 
(Segovia)

 apse of the Church of Santa María, Tahull 
(Lleida)

 frescoes on the dome of the royal pantheon in the Basilica of San Isidoro (León)

S
We can see still many examples 
of medieval art and architecture 
in towns and cities all over Spain. 
Work in a small group and make 
a list of important pieces of art or 
architecture in your local area. 
Then take turns to describe one 
of them to your partners. The 
other group members listen, 
identify the work of art or 
architecture, and add any more 
information they know.

KEY STRUCTURES:  An example of 
Medieval art is ...; You can find ...; The 
(church) shows ...
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2 GOTHIC ART

In the 13th century, Gothic art started to be introduced to the Iberian Peninsula.

ARCHITECTURE

The first artistic elements that were specific to Gothic architecture were 
introduced during the construction of the cathedrals of Cuenca and Ávila. They 
were both still reminiscent of the Romanesque style however.

The most representative Gothic cathedrals in Castilla were built during the 
time of Fernando III (1201–1252) in Burgos, Toledo and León. These cathedrals 
were built according to the influence of French Gothic. Due to this, their 
central nave is higher than those at the sides. Double flying buttresses were 
used and the towers’ pinnacles reflected the taste for greater height.

 Toledo Cathedral  Cathedral of León  Cathedral of Burgos

In the Crown of Aragón, its own variant of the Gothic style was developed, 
known as Mediterranean Gothic. It was characterised by greater decorative 
austerity, the predominance of horizontal lines over vertical, and the creation 
of wide and bright interior spaces. Some examples of this style are found  
in the cathedrals of Girona, Barcelona and Palma.

Mediterranean Gothic was also characterised by the construction of civil 
buildings, such as palaces and llotjas, or exchanges, including those of 
Barcelona, Palma and Valencia.

 Cathedral of Palma  Llotja de la Seda, Valencia
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In the 14th century, mainly in Castilla, the Late Gothic style was predominant. 
This style, also known as flamboyant, was characterised by the complex 
ornamentation of buildings like the Cathedral of Sevilla.

The Gothic style remained popular during the reign of the Catholic Monarchs 
at the start of the Modern Age. During this period, it was known as Isabelline 
Gothic. Artistic influences from Flanders can be seen in the intricate designs 
found in the Carthusian Monastery of Miraflores in Burgos and the Monastery 
of San Juan de los Reyes in Toledo.

SCULPTURE

Gothic sculpture was characterised by the 
stylisation of forms and a naturalist 
representation of human figures. This trend 
was reflected in sculptures that were made 
on the portals of cathedrals.

In addition, there are important examples of 
decorative wealth in altarpieces, mainly those 
made during the Late Gothic period, and on 
sepulchres, which reflect the introduction of 
non-religious themes. These sepulchres 
include those in the Cathedral of Barcelona, 
the sepulchres of the Cartuja of Miraflores in 
Burgos or the sepulchre of the Doncel in the 
Cathedral of Sigüenza (Guadalajara).

In the portal of the Cathedral of León,  
the White Virgin stands out in the mullion.

PAINTING

The decoration of Gothic cathedrals, which 
substituted Romanesque frescoes with 
stained glass windows, prompted the 
proliferation of altarpieces and panel 
paintings. Some of the finest altarpieces are 
those of the cathedrals of Salamanca and 
Manresa.

Gothic painting developed further during the 
15th century in the period known as 
International Gothic. The main 
representatives of this style were found in 
the Crown of Aragón, and included 
important artists like Luis Dalmau and Jaime 
Huguet.

 altarpiece of the Holy Spirit in Basilica 
of Santa Maria, Manresa

 cloister of the Monastery of San Juan de los 
Reyes, Toledo
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3 ART IN AL-ÁNDALUS T

ART OF THE TAIFA PERIOD

During this period, the art of Al-Ándalus was characterised by highly 
ornamented buildings. The walls, capitals and arches of the buildings were 
all decorated. The poor quality of construction materials was hidden behind 
the ornamental splendour of plaster carvings. The most representative 
buildings were public buildings.       

ALMOHAD ART

Buildings from this period stand out for their use of brick and the use of the 
geometric ornamentation. 

Some of the most exceptional remains that have been preserved include the 
Giralda, a minaret of the Great Mosque of Sevilla, and the Torre del Oro, also 
in Sevilla, which was a watchtower.

 Giralda, Sevilla  Torre del Oro, Sevilla

NASRID ART

Nasrid art developed in the Kingdom of Granada. Its finest example was 
undoubtedly the Alhambra Palace and the Generalife.

From the outside the Alhambra Palace looks like a fortress, but, on the inside, 
it has dazzling decoration, enriched by the use of gardens and fountains.

 Generalife, Granada Alhambra Palace, Granada

 The Aljafería Palace in Zaragoza has 
exceptional multifoil arches.
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ALHAMBRA PALACE  

OF GRANADA

The Alhambra Palace was built 
between the 14th and 15th centuries, 
within the walls of the alcazaba. The 
Nasrid dynasty established itself there.

The rooms of the palace are arranged 
around patios, where water plays a 
central role.

The use of thin columns, mocárabe 
vaults and abundant decorative 
elements, are examples of the 
splendour of Nasrid art.

Patio de los Leones  dome of the Hall of Abencerrajes

4 MUDÉJAR ART

Proof of the cultural fusion that took place on the Iberian Peninsula during the 
medieval centuries can be found in mudéjar art, the artistic style of the        
mudéjares. It was distinguished by combining Christian structural elements 
and building materials with decorative themes from Islamic art. Examples of 
the influence of Islamic art can be seen in the use of bricks, as well as plaster 
and ceramics.        

Some of the main focal points of mudéjar art were with the Alcázar of Sevilla, 
in Andalucía and with the cathedrals of Zaragoza, Tarazona and Teruel; as well 
as the mudéjar bell towers of this city.     

 Patio de las Doncellas, in the Alcázar of 
Sevilla

 bell tower of the Church of El Salvador, 
Teruel

SYNAGOGUES

The mudéjar style was also used in 
building synagogues like that of Santa 
María la Blanca in Toledo, which is 
proof that the three religions and 
cultures coexisted peacefully in this 
city.
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A text commentary comparing two works of art is an effective method for 
assessing different styles, contrasting and connecting them, outlining their 
evolution and even deducing the prevalent way of thinking of the people from 
the periods in which they were produced.     

For the comparison to be effective, there needs to be a specific link between 
the works. For example: a Greek temple and a Roman one; a Romanesque 
Virgin and a Gothic one.

As with analysing any image, you have to carry out a thorough examination. 
You should then follow these steps:

1  Classification. Say what kind of work is being commented on, its style and 
the period it is from.

2  Description. Describe the technique, theme and style, pointing out shared 
aspects and differences.

3  Commentary. Explain the reason for the similarities and differences that 
have been described.

4  Assessment. Continuities can be analysed, such as an evolution, and 
changes

Look at the following example of a text commentary comparing two portals: 
one Romanesque and one Gothic.     

A

 Portal of Glory in the Santiago de Compostela  
Cathedral

S
There are many different types 
of art including painting, 
sculpture, photography and 
video, architecture, and music. 
Talk to a partner about which 
you like best, and which you 
think communicates with most 
people nowadays.

KEY STRUCTURES:  I prefer ... to ... 
because ...; I agree / disagree with ...;  
... is more popular in general than ...

KEY VOCABULARY:  easy / easier, social 
media, understand, enjoy

B

 Pórtico de la Majestad in the Collegiate 
Church in Toro, Zamora

04 COMPARING TWO WORKS OF ART
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1   CLASSIFICATION 3   COMMENTARY

Looking at these two portals, some differences 
that reflect the changes that took place 
between the Romanesque and Gothic periods 
can be detected. Technically, the sculpture on 
the Gothic portal reflects the taste for height 
during this period. It also reflects the change in 
mentality. 

On the Romanesque portal, God is depicted as a 
severe judge. The Gothic style shows greater 
expression and gracefulness, and illustrates 
themes related to the life of the Virgin. Rigidity 
and distance were abandoned in favour of 
sentimental and human aspects of themes  
and style.

Urban growth, the rise of the bourgeoisie, and 
the incorporation of lay people into the cultural 
aspects of society all contributed to this change 
in artistic style.

4   ASSESSMENT

The two works were used to educate believers in 
the holy scriptures. They invited reflection and 
piety, and transmitted values that changed 
slightly during the one hundred years between 
both portals. The use of art for teaching and 
preaching the doctrine of the Church did not 
disappear after the Middle Ages. All those who 
hold power have used the impact of images to 
condition and communicate with the viewer.

Both works are the portals of churches, which bring together architectural and 
sculptural elements. Portal A is Romanesque and could be from the 12th century. 
Portal B is Gothic, and it could be dated from the 13th century.

2   DESCRIPTION

• Technique. Portals have fixed elements:

 – They are tapered across the thickness of the wall.

 – They are made up of concentric arches known as archivolts. Romanesque 
arches are semi-circular, and Gothic arches are pointed.

 – The jambs are at the sides.

 – The tympanum is the space between the lintel and the archivolts. In both 
portals it is presided over by a central image.

• Themes. Although both portals are religious, there are differences. On 
portal A, the central theme of the tympanum is the Pantocrator surrounded 
by symbols of the evangelists or tetramorphs: the Lion of Saint Mark, the Ox 
of Saint Luke, the Eagle of Saint John and the Man of Saint Matthew. Angels 
appear next to the evangelistas, holding the instruments of the passion of 
Christ: the cross, the nails, etc. Above them appear two groups which 
represent the souls of the blessed. The elders of the Apocalypse appear  
on the archivolts. 

On portal B, the theme of the tympanum changes: the most important band is 
occupied by a representation of the coronation of the Virgin. A sculpture of the 
Virgin and the child is located on the mullion (a pillar that divides the 
entrance), whilst scenes from the Last Judgement and angels are on the 
archivolts and jambs that surround the tympanum.

• Style. On portal A, the figures are distant and not very expressive. On portal B, 
greater expressiveness and movement can be seen.

 close-up of the Pantocrator and of the tetramorphs that appear on the Portal of Glory 
in the Santiago de Compostela Cathedral

 detail of the scene of the Coronation of the Virgin 
and the tapering of the Gothic portal
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AACTIVITIES
CULTURE AND ART IN THE MIDDLE AGES

 7 Name three ways the Europeans influenced the Christian 
kingdoms on the Peninsula. 

 8 Answer the questions in your notebook. 

 a What are Beatus manuscripts?

 b Why was Alfonso X called ‘the Wise’? 

 c Why was Santiago de Compostela founded in that specific 
location in Galicia?

 d Who was responsible for spreading the theocentric view of the 
world in Christian kingdoms?   

 e What was the Toledo School of Translators famous for? 

02 EUROPEAN ART IN THE MIDDLE AGES

 9 Where did Romanesque art originate? How did this art form 
spread across Europe? 

 10 In what shape were Romanesque churches built?

 11 Write the names of the labelled parts of the Gothic church in 
your notebook.

A

D

E

F

B

C

 12 Choose the correct option to complete the sentence. 

Romanesque sculptures and paintings had a ...

 a political function.

 b military function.

 c educational function. 

01  RELIGION AND CULTURE 
IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

 1 In your notebook, make a mind map of the different people or 
groups of people involved in the Church in the Middle Ages. 
Include a short description of each ones’ responsibilities.  

 2 Answer the questions in your notebook. 

 a What were the Crusades? 

 b How many Crusades were there and when did they take place? 

 c Who was behind the Crusades and what did they want? 

 d What were military orders?

 e What were two of the most important military orders? 

 3 In your notebook, copy and complete the sentences about culture 
in medieval Europe.

 a Culture mainly centred around ..... .

 b The only people who could read and write were ..... .

 c The first universities appeared in the ..... century. 

 d The language of culture for many centuries was ..... .

 e During the 14th century, people often thought about ..... .

 4 Did Latin disappear in the Middle Ages? How did the language 
evolve? Where was it still used? 

 5 Explain the differences between chansons de geste and courtly 
poetry. Name the person who performs each one.

 6  Listen to a discussion on a radio programme about the reasons 
that people do the Way of St. James. In your notebook, match the 
phrases with the figures in the box.

 a to find out about Spanish culture

 b for religious or spiritual reasons

 c for the challenge of completing a difficult tasks

 d for health reasons

 e to change habits and enjoy the countryside

4.6%, 10.8%, 17.8%,  
28%, 28.2%
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 18 What was the main similarity between Romanesque and Gothic 
paintings? 

 19 What themes could be found in Gothic sculptures? 

 20 What are diptychs and triptychs? What is the main difference 
between them?

 21 Choose one of the following Gothic painters and find out more 
about him. Write a short biography in your notebook and 
include the main characteristics of his paintings. 

• Giotto 

• Jan van Eyck 

• Rogier van der Weyden

03  MEDIEVAL ART ON THE 
IBERIAN PENINSULA

 22 In your notebook, match the buildings to their descriptions.  

 a a building that best represents Romanesque architecture of 
the 11th and 12th centuries in Aragón

 b a Romanesque cathedral that added an ambulatory

 c a civil building in Huesca that reflected elements of 
Romanesque construction

 d a church built along the Way of St. James

 e a church built in the 12th century

 1 Loarre Castle

 2 Cathedral of Jaca

 3 Santiago de Compostela Cathedral

 4 Cathedral of Zamora

 5 Church of San Martín

 23 What was the interior of Romanesque churches  
decorated with? Give two examples of where these  
could be found. 

 24 Give a short description of the main characteristics of the 
Mediterranean Gothic style. Give one example of a building of 
this style. 

 25 Who were the mudéjares? What were the main characteristics  
of their art? Which elements of their art were taken from 
Christian art and which from Islamic art? Give two examples  
of mudéjar art. 

 26 On a blank map of the Iberian Peninsula, mark the monuments 
and buildings mentioned in this section of the unit. Use different 
colours for each artistic style. 

 13 Which is not an aim of Romanesque sculptures and paintings? 
Choose the correct answer.

 a to instil the fear of sin 

 b to instil the fear of the Last Judgement 

 c to project beauty or technical perfection 

 d to inspire respect through the hierarchical structure of 
images 

 14 In your notebook, write a report describing the evolution of 
sculptures and paintings in Europe during the Middle Ages. 
Compare the images to help with your analysis. 

 Madonna of Chancellor Rolin, 
by Jan van Eyck

 Duda de Santo Tomás,  
Santo Domingo  
de Silos

 15  Listen to an expert talking about the Poor Man’s Bible and 
choose the best option to complete the sentences.

 a The Poor Man's Bible is the name of a book / a poem / images 
in churches.

 b Ordinary people in the Middle Ages were illiterate /  
healthy / rich.

 c Priests used the Poor Man's Bible with their congregations  
to tech them / to punish them / to feed them.

 d Artists copied other designs from other artists /  
the internet / the Bible.

 16 Answer the questions in your notebook. 

 a Where did Gothic art originate? 

 b What kind of expansion was it linked to?

 c What was the most important building in Gothic art?

 d What did God represent in Gothic art?

 17 What are the most common parts that could be found on a 
Gothic cathedral? 
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UNIT REVISION

 1 Explain the differences between each pair of words. 

 a secular clergy / regular clergy

 b monastic orders / mendicant orders

 2 In your notebook, copy and complete the table putting the 
phrases below into the correct columns. 

PILGRIMAGES
POPULAR 

RELIGIOSITY
THE CRUSADES 

..... ..... .....

inspired by ancient pagan customs,  
these were eight between 1095 and 2170,  

to venerate holy places, done so that sins were forgiven, 
saints were worshipped, there were frequent heresies, 

military expeditions to retake the Holy Land,  
some led to Jerusalem and Rome,  

origin of military orders

 3 Name and explain one way Europeans influenced Christian 
kingdoms after the 11th century.

 4 In your notebook, copy and complete the table with defining 
characteristics of each artistic style. 

ROMANESQUE  
ART 

GOTHIC  
ART

function ...... ......

architecture ..... ..... 

sculptures ..... .....

paintings ..... .....

examples ..... .....

 5 Choose a Romanesque or Gothic building in Spain. Research 
information about it on the internet, then complete the activities 
in your notebook. 

 a Draw a sketch of it. 

 b Label its main parts. 

 c Find out when it was built. 

 d Write a short description of the construction materials that 
were used to build it, its architectural characteristics and some 
of its decorative elements.

 27 Explain the importance of the Way of St. James in the 
relationships between the Iberian Peninsula and the rest of 
Europe. 

 28  Listen to an expert talking about the Cathedral of Burgos 
and match the two halves to make true sentences in your 
notebook.

 1 Burgos was ...

 2 Forty years after they started the building ...

 3 The architect when they started the Cathedral was  ... 

 4 The master builder in the 15th century came ...

 5 The pinnacles were ...

 a ... probably from France.

 b ... very modern when they were built.

 c ... an important city in the 13th century.

 d ... the Cathedral was consecrated.

 e ... from Germany.

 29 In groups, research the most known displays of medieval art 
that can be found in your province or community. Then, discuss 
if it is important to care for and protect these sights and if the 
ones you have mentioned are well cared for by local or national 
governments.  

 30 In your notebook, decide whether the following sentences are 
true or false. Correct the false ones.

 a Almohad buildings are known for their geometric 
ornamentation.

 b The Alhambra Palace is a great example of Gothic art.

 c The Nasrid dynasty established itself in the Giralda.

04 COMPARING TWO WORKS OF ART

 31 Following the model given, compare the sculptures of the Virgin 
of Veciana with that of the White Virgin of Toledo Cathedral, 
both of which can be found on pages 208 and 209.

 32  Listen to a radio programme talking about two styles of 
medieval architecture. Choose the best summary.

 a Pointed arches were invented by architects in the Gothic 
period in Western Europe. 

 b Rounded arches were used in the Islamic world and in the 
Indian Empire, and then by the Romans and Greeks.

 c The walls of big buildings can be thinner and the windows 
bigger because pointed arches are stronger. 
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A ANSWER IT!

 1 In your opinion, what could be a reason for having no 
record of when the University of Oxford opened?

 2 The University of Oxford became known as a place where 
scholars could debate. Research what the University of 
Oxford, as well as their rival Cambridge University, has to 
offer students. Then, as a class, debate which school 
would be better to attend, as well as their rival university, 
Cambridge.  

 3 Imagine you are enrolling to the University of Oxford in 
1096. In groups, discuss what you think a typical day and 
class would be like. How might a professor and their lectures 
be different than those of today?

 4 Find words or phrases in the text which mean the following:

 a prohibited b of many different backgrounds

 c  took place d increase in speed

R READ AND REFLECT

About 80 kilometres northwest of London is the city of 
Oxford. It is famous for its university, which is 
comprised of different colleges located around the city. 
The university is the oldest in the English-speaking 
world. The date when the university was founded is not 
in any historical records, but there are records of 
classes at Oxford in 1096. But it was not until 1167, 
when Henry II banned English students from 
attending the University of Paris, that the development 
of the University of Oxford started to gain momentum. 

In the 13th century, a riot between townspeople and 
students led to the construction of ‘halls of residence’ 
for the students. These halls of residence would later 
turn into the first colleges of Oxford.

Oxford was known for having a scholarly atmosphere 
where debates about religious and political matters 
were held. One such matter was debated heavily in 

1530, when Henry VIII obligated the university to 
recognise his divorce from Catherine of Aragón. Also, 
during the Reformation in the 16th century, Oxford 
was where three Anglican bishops were tried for 
heresy and burnt at the stake.

Today, in the 21st century, many of Oxford’s traditions 
are still respected. In the halls of residence, formal 
dinners are held, when students have to wear gowns. 
Also, during exams, candidates often wear carnations: 
white is worn for the first exam, red for the last and 
pink for all the exams between. Amongst Oxford’s 
traditional sports are the different matches held 
against its rival university, Cambridge. The most 
famous is the Boat Race, which started in 1829. Teams 
from the two universities row down the River Thames 
in London. Around 250,000 people watch the race in 
person every year, while about another 15 million 
people watch it on television..

THE UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD


