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Abstract 

 
In the vestry of the cathedral church of Santa Maria in Toledo hangs a large painting by 

El Greco entitled El Espolio, the ‘Disrobing of Christ’. Executed shortly after his arrival 

in Spain the painting marks a major stylistic departure from the artist’s earlier work and 

would command attention on that basis alone. The subject, while iconographically 

obscure, is, at another remove, utterly familiar as a Passion scene tied to a well known 

iconographical canon. Compositionally, the Christ figure predominates but the 

‘legionnaire’ occupies a contrasting and almost equivalent space in his carapace of steel. 

These figures beg for further elaboration  

 

I will argue that this painting can be read as a nexus between a reformed liturgy and a 

post-Tridentine programme of Church renewal in Spain allied to a monarchical 

programme of nación under Philip II (1527-98) that was essentially one and the same.  

 

The salient questions needing a response are these: How, in a vestry, can we expect such 

a subject to have much impact beyond the very limited audience it was designed for? 

This is the crux of the matter in many ways. What in the painting suggests more than the 

straightforward analysis of the subject matter? What in the times suggests another reading 

of this great work of art? 

 

The pursuit of the answers to these questions constitutes the driving force behind this 

investigation. Biography, the intellectual and artistic formation of the artist, are 

positioned with reference to the intellectual ferment of the period, the religious upheaval 
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in Christendom, the advances in the understanding of the nation state. More specifically, 

the altered relationship between the monarchy and the church in Spain, following the 

Council of Trent (1545-63)will be shown to have a reflection in El Espolio. 

 

El Greco’s work has mostly been treated as the product of a painter of the spirit, of 

religiosity, even of mysticism. El Espolio has been interpreted here within a broader 

frame of reference and the argument suggests our understanding of El Greco’s oeuvre has 

been somewhat narrow. 

 
 
 
 
Introibo ad Altare Dei: El Greco’s Espolio 
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Introibo Ad Altare Dei: El Greco’s ‘Espolio’ in the context of Church 
and State in post-Tridentine Spain  

 
Chapter One Introduction 

 
 
In 1576, at the age of thirty-five, the artist, Domenicos Theotocopulos (1541–1614)1 

[Fig.1] arrived in Spain with the hope of an appointment to the court of Philip II, 

specifically to be engaged in the decoration of the Escorial, the King’s monumental 

monastic memorial to St. Lawrence on the outskirts of his new capital, Madrid.2 

Theotocopoulos came via Crete, Venice and Rome.3 Proud, even testy, and perhaps 

somewhat desperate, the artist, while not yet rebuffed by the court, pursued an offered 

commission in Toledo where the rest of his life was to be played out.4 Here he was given 

the moniker which history maintains, of ‘El Greco’, which established him as a 

permanent ‘outlier’ and which, depending upon the circumstances, could be used either in 

praise or damnation. Yet, the irony is that El Greco’s portraits established even in the 

Spanish imagination the model of the perfect hidalgo, sober, proud, even haughty, 

dressed in sombre black, all clipped hair and clear of eye.5 The city, too, was proud and 

self-aware. Toledo’s was an ancient site reaching back beyond Roman times6 where 

many of the important events in Spanish history played out. The walls of Toledo 

contained a great royal establishment, a testament to the intimate and long standing 

                                                 
1 There are variations on this name and for simplicity’s sake the artist hereafter will be referred to as El 
Greco. The portrait, Fig.1, is ‘purported’ to be of the artist although opinions differ. See Goldscheider, El 
Greco, 1954 (1938), plate 63. 
2 Kubler, 1982, p.12. 
3Wethey, 1962, Vol. 1, pp.5 and 11; see also Bray and Oliver, Appendix 1. 
4 See Appendix 1 extracted from the Chronology by Xavier Bray and Lois Oliver in El Greco, 2003, pp.32-
41. 
5 See Keith Christiansen’s description of the Cardinal, in El Greco, 2003, p.283. And any number of other 
such descriptions throughout the literature, especially the frieze of grandees in the Burial of the Count of 
Orgaz. 
6 Kagan, 2000, p.200 and Bosch, 2000, pp.23-24. 
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connection between the monarchy and the city. Importantly, Toledo was then, as now, the 

seat of the primatial see of Catholic Spain.7 Toledo’s ecclesiastical history, as might be 

expected, is both parallel and connected to that of the city and the monarchy and traces its 

Christian foundation somewhat apocryphally to Saint Peter, Saint Paul and Saint James.8 

 

The commission El Greco received was to paint a picture for the new vestry of Toledo’s 

cathedral Church of Santa Maria. The commission came almost certainly through 

connections the artist had made while at the court of Cardinal Farnese in Rome. The 

subject was El Espolio, the Spoliation of Christ or the Disrobing of Christ and drawn 

from the implications contained in Matthew 27:35 which describes the seamless garment 

of the Crucified as a prize in a game of dice. Regarded as one of the masterpieces of El 

Greco’s entire oeuvre it appears within his canon with a surprising power for which his 

earlier work provided few clues. 

 

The object of this inquiry will be to examine El Espolio [Fig.2] in a suggested reading of 

the work that is somewhat removed from those traditionally applied to it and one which, I 

think, opens another avenue to other works in the oeuvre. In order to accomplish this 

objective my approach will be first to review the literature highlighting new research into 

the artist and his times. Second, the work itself will be examined touching on the 

commissioning, the commissioners insofar as we know them and then, proceeding from a 

detailed description of the work, explore aspects of the painting’s iconography. From that 

                                                 
7 Bosch, 2000, p.24. 
8 Ibid., p.25. We know from church records that Toledo was a Christian centre from the fourth century, 
however, the ‘modern’ history dates from the reconquest of King Alfonso VI (1065-1109) on the 25 May, 
1085. Ibid., p.26 and p.31. 
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platform an argument will be proposed having an intersection over the painting that is 

composed of lines drawn from the artist’s biography, from the peculiar relationship of 

church and state in the Spain of Philip II, and, further, from the ‘idea’ of Kingship, as 

proposed by political theorists at the time. The final, brief chapter will examine El 

Espolio, in the light of the foregoing,  
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Chapter Two: The Literature 

 
The voluminous literature9 on the artist has been produced in what appear to be waves 

generated by the discovery of new archival material or new works by his hand. Briefly, 

below, is a description of the most significant opera for the study of El Greco. The 

‘quest’ for El Greco essentially began during the artist’s life.10 In 1611, he is visited in 

Toledo by Francisco Pacheco, (1564-1644) a fellow painter and writer from Seville.11 

Importantly, for the future, Pachecho’s meeting with El Greco is described in his Arte de 

la Pintura completed in 163812 in which El Greco is described as a “great philosopher”, a 

phrase which several historians including Wethey and Wittkower have used to initiate 

essays on El Greco.13 The further ‘discovery’ of the artist was not until the late nineteenth 

century when his work began to be reflected in the ambient rays of Impressionism and 

Expressionism. Out of national pride and an intense desire to understand this long 

neglected phenomenon, serious research began to be undertaken by scholars. Certainly, 

El Greco’s paintings had been the subject of notices in various guide books and essays on 

the history of art in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries but he was generally treated 

as a local eccentric.14 With the publication of his two-volume El Greco in 1908 Manuel 

B. Cossío established the basis for all future serious study of the artist. Perhaps equally 

important as a solid basis for future research was his publication in three parts, Lo que se 

                                                 
9 Álvarez-Lopera, (2005), Vol.1; pp 517- 723 for an A to Z bibliography. The most complete to date. 
10 What follows owes much to Wethey and Álvarez-Lopera. 
11 Wethey, 1962, p.3. 
12 Published in Seville in 1649. 
13 Wethey, 1962, Vol. 1, p.3; Wittkower,  p 148.See also Brown, 1978, pp.3-18 on the historiography of 
seventeenth century painting to that date; and also Kagan and Parker, 1995, pp.1-13 and pp.14-24. 
14 Álvarez-Lopera, (2005), Vol 1, pp.403-519. 
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sabe de la vida del Greco,15 which tied El Greco’s biography to the then known 

documentation thus clearing away the conjecture and myth-building that was beginning 

to encompass the study of the artist. The succeeding decades uncovered more works by 

the artist, and, building on Cossío, saw the accumulation of more documentation. 

Particularly important were the researches of Francisco de Borja de San Ramán who, in 

1927, published his findings in Archivo español de arte y arqueologia under the title, ‘De 

la vida del Greco’. He discovered and published important documents such as El Greco’s 

poder, his will, of 1614 and the first inventory of works from the artist’s studio from the 

time of his death including a listing of books in his library which has been a mine for 

subsequent excavation by scholars to this day. Much work on the artist has been 

undertaken by German scholars, principally after the war. These studies have been led by 

the Munich scholar, Dr.Halldor Soehner, whose inquiries appeared over the years in the 

Münchner Jarhbuch. 

 

A key study was the two-volume El Greco and his School by Harold E. Wethey 

published at Princeton in 1962. It was, and in many respects still is, the most important 

work on the artist in English. Its structure, its intelligent review of the literature, its ample 

documentation and argumentation backed by evidence, its situating of El Greco in the 

Mediterranean world, drawing on Ellis K. Waterhouse,16 opened the artist to wholly new 

avenues of examination. Volume two presented the first Catalogue Raisonné of El 

Greco’s work to the scholarly world and, with the photographic accompaniment in 

Volume one, is a model of its kind. Wethey’s study has not been superceded until 

                                                 
15 ‘That which we know of the Life of El Greco’. My trans. 
16  See Wethey’s remarks, 1962, Vol.2, p.viii. 
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recently, in 2005 and 2007, with the publication of the multi-volume work, El Greco 

authored by the great Spanish scholar José Álvarez-Lopera. This handsomely produced 

work, one of the finest publications from Spain on El Greco, is structured much like 

Wethey’s but in much greater abundance of detail.17 It is the culmination and assimilation 

of a great many new studies, including many coming from Crete, where nationalism 

seems to be trying to reclaim the ‘Greek’ for the Greeks, and from work in England and 

America where a renaissance of interest in El Greco has occurred. Major contributions by 

Keith Christiansen, David Davies, Jonathan Brown and José Álvarez-Lopera have come 

accompanied by exhibitions in 1982, 1999, 2004. Richard Mann and Francesco Calvo 

Seraller and Nikolaos Pangiotakis among others have broken down aspects of the 

painter’s life and examined him in depth with the specifics of patronage, iconographic 

themes, and intellectual inheritance as the foci for their studies.  

 

The supporting chorus to much of this work has been a re-examination of Spanish history 

itself, initiated by the reaction to Fernand Braudel’s work on the Mediterranean with 

critiques of his world view temporized by biographies of the great Spanish monarchs, los 

Reyes Católicos, Charles V and Philip II. Parallel scholarly contributions both art 

historical and otherwise, have been published in Italy and Crete, including the important 

studies on El Greco by Marie Constantoudaki-Kitromildes, Kanto Fatourou-Hesychakis 

and Nicos Hadjinicolaou.18 Scholarly names like Richard Kagen, Henry Kamen, 

Geoffrey Parker, and John Elliott have been engaged in revisionist biographies, in ‘new 

history’ approaches to aspects of early modern Spanish life whether in studies of the 

                                                 
17 Regrettably the work remains unfinished due to the author’s demise. 
18 The bibliography which Álvarez-Lopera prepared for 2005, Vol.1 of El Greco is the most complete to 
that date and runs to 206 pages. 
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impact of the Council of Trent on Catalonia, the mystics of Spain and their influence, the 

nature of kingship and government under the Hapsburgs, and the re-evaluation of the 

nineteenth century’s framing of the Inquisition among other themes.19 Their conclusions 

suggest a Spain more attuned to events beyond the Iberian Peninsula than hitherto 

believed. Indeed, in some areas such as church reform, philological research, or 

university expansion Spain can be seen at times to be ahead of the rest of Europe20. In 

almost all cases the standard nineteenth century image of a rapacious, intensely 

conservative, retrogressive, absolutist, priest ridden country has been progressively 

revised. All of this was played out against a background of the dissolution of the late 

Venetian empire, the crisis of the Reformation, the growth in ‘secular’ philosophy and, 

that other threat to Europe as a whole, a newly invigorated crusaderism at both ends of 

the Mediterranean. 

 

Into this world came the middle aged, cantankerous, proud, ambitious, skeptical, 

litigious, religious, intelligent, learned, and profoundly skilled artist, Domenico 

Theotocopoulos. El Greco’s complex personality was in some ways a reflection of the 

very complex times in which he lived and worked. Our proposition on the painting El 

Espolio has involved research into the man, his work and the many worlds from which he 

came.  

 

                                                 
19 See Jonathan Brown’s essay on the historiography of art in Spain, in Brown, Images and Ideas, 1978, 
pp.3-18. 
20 Bosch, 2000, p.34. 
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Richard Mann in El Greco and His Patrons has pointed out how layered with meaning El 

Greco’s paintings are.21 The commissions for his work at Santo Domingo el Antiguo 

(c.1579) and the College of Doña María de Aragón (c.1596) are both standard in their 

subject matter yet totally novel in their artistic interpretation. In the case of Santo 

Domingo, El Greco worked with an inspired and inspiring commissioner, the Blessed 

Alonso de Orozco (1520-1591).22 Inspired patronage is the good fortune of artists but, to 

be effective, it requires the marriage of sympathetic ‘skill-sets’. While, El Espolio 

followed these commissions Mann’s approach is suggestive and provides us with an 

entryway. I will attempt to tease out the painting’s complex historical backdrop with its 

many layers.  

 

I have read broadly, but have relied on selected key texts to present the argument. The 

bibliography on the artist is getting richer by the year. Drandaki’s The Origins of El 

Greco: Icon Painting in Venetian Crete of 2010 is but a very recent example. However, 

and more substantially, this text has relied on Álvarez-Lopera’s two volume magnum 

opus of 2005 and 2007. It is now indispensable to the study of El Greco and supercedes 

the still valuable work of Harold Wethey. Richard Mann’s essay on El Greco’s patrons 

and Francesco Serallo’s intensive examination of the Burial of the Count of Orgaz helped 

give some methodological underpinnings to this inquiry. I.A.A. Thompson’s ruminations 

on the growth of the ‘idea’ of Spain in Castile, Spain and the Monarchy: the political 

community from patria natural to patria nacional was crucial to the exercise as one 

could then begin to read the hierarchies of Spanish political and religious life from a 

                                                 
21 See Mann, 1986, p.98 for his comments on El Greco’s Crucifixion. 
22 Ibid., pp.148-149. 
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different perspective. The work of Henry Kamen, Robert Bireley, Fernando Gil became 

essential for the understanding of the political Spain as well as the complex entity that 

was Philip II. Bridging the not very wide gap between nation and church was Diarmaid 

Mac Culloch’s Reformation: Europe’s House Divided which now must be regarded as 

essential reading for everyone concerned with religious issues in the early modern period. 

 

The periodical literature has been rich in its offerings and many of the same names will 

appear but chief among them: David Davies and his studies on the spiritual reform 

movements in the artist’s time; Alfonso de Ceballos extrapolated key information from 

the ‘procés’ around the dispute over content in El Espolio; John Moffitt on El Greco’s 

Gloria underlined the importance of the writings of Dionysius the Areopagite as an 

influence on the artist; Mark Rostworowski’s El Greco’s Laocoön: An Epitaph for 

Toledo’s Comuneros was particularly significant for it suggested the possibility, more 

forcefully than other writers, of El Greco being engaged with the social and political 

milieu in contemporary Toledo; Richard Mann’s essay on El Greco’s synthesizing of the 

eastern and western artistic traditions; George A. Rodetis on Michelangelo and El Greco; 

Robert Bireley for his rich insights into the Council of Trent. 

 

There has been a spate of exhibitions testifying to the idea of a renewed interest in El 

Greco. These have originated in London, in Crete and Toledo and through the touring 

aspects of their programmes the work of El Greco has been presented to audiences on 

both sides of the Atlantic as well as both ends of the Mediterranean. Considered and 

focused, these examinations of the artists’ work have capitalized, as I indicated above, on 
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the flurry of newly available research. Exhibition catalogues tend to have varying import 

and those assembled here are no different in that regard. The most illuminating volume 

for this writer was the 1999 publication on El Greco subtitled “Identity and 

Transformation”. Each essay, mainly from names we have already met, is rich and 

ruminative. Of less substance are the catalogues accompanying the exhibitions held in 

Toledo/Madrid (1982-83) and New York/London (2004). Of the former, the essays by 

Kagan and Brown supply information difficult to glean from other sources; of the latter, 

the chronology is most useful and Davies’ essay on El Greco’s religious art, while 

unsatisfactory in many regards, did provide useful signposts for further exploration. 
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Chapter Three: The Painting: El Espolio 

 

El Espolio was among the first commissions that were to tie El Greco to Toledo while he 

awaited the anticipated call to Madrid. As we have seen this was a painting for the vestry 

of the Cathedral of Santa María de Toledo.23 As we have also seen, the artist produced a 

large and eccentric painting of uncommon power.24 [Fig.2] Very little in the prior output 

of the artist could have prepared its audience for the artistic audacity of this work. The 

canvas, painted in oils and measuring 2.85 x 1.73 metres was one of El Greco’s largest to 

date, indeed, one of the largest he was ever to paint. The hints of late Roman Mannerism, 

evidence of his Venetian experience, even his first Creto-Byzantine manner have been 

detected in this work yet it is one of his most ‘naturalistic’. It could be argued that, even 

if slightly retrograde,25 this new manner of painting augured in the commencement of El 

Greco’s grand and unique style. The subject, as an incident if not in its detail, is known 

from scripture.26 But it is not a common subject 27 although, obviously tied to the story of 

Christ’s mission on earth and, in particular, his Passion. 

 

The painting is strongly, hierarchically composed.28 Read from a perspectival point of 

view it has many spatial inconsistencies yet these do not encumber the message other 

                                                 
23 Bray and Oliver, Cat. 21, p.122 in El Greco, 2003. 
26 ‘El Espolio’ or ‘El Expolio’, p.383, Cat. 31 in Álvarez-Lopera, El Greco: Identity and Transformation, 
1999. We shall be using the former throughout. 
25 Álvarez-Lopera in El Greco, 1999. p.384. See also Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3,; Manuel Cossio, pp.25 
and 27; and remarks by José Maria de Azcarate in 1955, p.42. 
26 Jerusalem Bible. 
27 Wethey, 1962, Vol. 2, p.51. And, therefore completely orthodox. ‘..una tradición claramente ortodoxa..’ 
Azcarate in Hadjinicolaou, Ibid., p.45. 
28 As such it becomes a reference point for observations on ‘revived’ Byzantinism in El Greco’s Spanish 
work. See El Greco, 1999, p.384. Also Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol 2; Émile Bertaux, p.69; August L. Mayer, 
p.124; Carlos Serrano, p.263; David Talbot Rice, p.267 
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than the relationship to the whole of the ‘three Marys’ grouping. Colour, in high notes of 

red, blue, yellow and green are played against browns, steel grey and ochre. All of which 

supports a rich language of gesture and attitude, anticipating much that would be 

evidenced in his later work. 

 

The Commission 
 
El Espolio is responsible for handing down to history the first documentation of El 

Greco’s presence in Toledo. This was a note relating to an advance paid to the artist dated 

2 July 1577.29 As was to be repeated on many occasions during the artist’s career in 

Spain the document became part of a legal file centred on the contentions between the 

canons of the cathedral and the artist over the valuation of El Espolio. Art historians, in 

the relative absence of documentation on the artist, have slaved over the somewhat arid 

territory proscribed by these legal papers and in repeated discussions have drawn out the 

possible implications inherent in them. The process of evaluation whereby the artist 

asserted his valuation by means of chosen experts which were in turn challenged by the 

commissioner’s own set of experts and finally settled by an arbitrator seems to have been 

an established one in Spain. But not in the mind of El Greco. His valuation of 900 ducats 

was countered by the canons with a value of 227 ducats as proposed payment, plus 

demands for changes to aspects of the composition which did not conform to the 

canonical gospels’ accounts. The character of El Greco’s reaction would be described 

today as culture shock; an affront both to his work’s monetary worth and his artist-

humanist sensibilities honed in Crete and Italy. In the event, El Greco settled on a 

valuation of 317 ducats recommended by a sculptor from Valladolid, known to El Greco, 
                                                 
29 Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, p.52. 
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named Esteban Jordan. The payment was given to the artist on 20 February 1587, nearly 

ten years later and the day after El Greco delivered the painting to the cathedral!30 But, he 

did not undertake the compositional revisions.31  

 

So far, history has withheld, if such ever existed, an actual document detailing the 

commission subject and proposed content. Thus, various historians, usually in the light of 

the Decrees of the Council of Trent, have viewed the ‘non-canonical’ aspects of the 

composition differently, characterizing the artist as “headstrong, intransigent” or the 

church authorities as “dogmatic” or “puritanically literal”.32 Given the locale of the 

painting’s installation and the limited opportunities for scandal, the consensus seems to 

be that citing the compositional infractions in the lawsuit was part of a larger strategy by 

the cathedral authorities to keep the price of the painting low.33  

 

Briefly, the ‘impropiedades’, the improprieties of the composition centred upon the 

placement of the Christ figure within the whole.34 Christ should have been uppermost, 

certainly not on the same plane as his executioner nor surrounded by a crowd nor hedged 

in by labourers.35 In addition, the three Marys were not in the scriptural descriptions of 

the scene.36 However, the artist was not being arbitrary. The sources for the composition 

                                                 
30 Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, p.53. 
31 The popularity of this composition is supported by the fact that at least seventeen versions of it were 
produced during the ensuing decades. 
32 For the former, Richard Kagan in Hadjinicoloau, 1990, Vol.3, p. 68; for the latter, Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, 
p.52. 
33 Álvarez-Lopera, 2007, Vol.2, Tomo 1, p.134. 
34 See Álvarez-Lopera, 2007, Vol.2, Tomo 1, pp.133-139 for the most replete account of this sad story. 
35 In medieval hierarchical thinking Christ as Lord would not have been placed on the same level as his 
vassal. 
36 See Matthew 27:32 to 38; Mark 15:21 to 27; Luke 23:26 to 34; John 19:17 to 24 for  the scene of the 
Crucifixion. 
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could have been any number of ‘Arrests in the Garden’ such as that of Duccio as Wethey 

suggests, or at least of the same subject from either the western or eastern Byzantine 

traditions.37 Further, Scripture does place the three Marys and St. John at the foot of the 

cross as Christ was dying, so by implication, they were present at his stripping.38 Indeed, 

one legend (among many surrounding the scenes of the Passion) has the Virgin, covering 

her son’s nakedness with a cloth.39 The apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus (probably as the 

Acta Pilati) and St. Bonaventure’s Meditations on the Life of Christ in wide circulation in 

the 16th century were other likely sources within El Greco’s compass.40 

 

This bitter history of El Greco’s first contractual dispute in Spain has been recounted by, 

many historians,41 building upon the original document discovered in the mid-19th 

century by Manuel Ramón Zarco del Valle and published in 1916. The origins of the 

commission are important as they are tied to El Greco’s career in Rome and the circle 

around Alessandro Cardinal Farnese (1520-1589). At this court El Greco met don Luis de 

Castilla, the brother of the dean of the Cathedral Church of Toledo, and it was likely at 

his recommendation that El Greco be given the commission, an assignment doubtlessly 

drawn-up by the Cathedral chapter in the person of Garcia de Loaysa Girón42, given its 

                                                 
37 Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, p.52. 
38 See Azcarate in Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3, p.42. These figures are all present in the Gospel of 
Nicodemus. 
39 Schiller, 1972, Vol. 2, pp.82-86. See also, Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3, p.42 where Azcarate in his essay 
on the Iconography of El Espolio relates that this disgrace of Her Son’s nakedness becomes one of the 
Virgin’s Seven Sorrows. 
40 Álvarez-Lopera, 2007, p.136 for the former and Wethey, 1962, p.52 for the latter source. See also Cross, 
1996, p.42, note 20. 
41 See Richard Kagan on El Greco and the Law in Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3, p.67. 
42 Ibid., p.133. 
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designated locale.43 Diego de Castilla also was instrumental in obtaining for El Greco his 

first Spanish commission, the paintings for Santo Domingo el Antiguo. 

 
El Espolio as Subject 
 
The subject matter of the painting is, at first blush, rare, yet functionally apt, housed as it 

is in the vestry of the cathedral.[See Figs.3, 4a & 4b] This progammatic obviousness 

obscures the rarity of the subject. There are many sacristies in Christendom yet only 

Toledo’s cathedral celebrates the disrobing of Christ in this manner and on this scale. 

However, once proposed, the ‘obviousness’ is transformed into an act of genius and 

relationships and evidence immediately come to mind. The subject is after all a 

penultimate scene in the Via Crucis and, as indicated above, a storied scene and further, 

when viewed through an art historical lens, one with many precedents. 

 

The Cathedral chapter, as commissioners, may have had at least two salient factors in 

mind. One was the ancient Toledan story of St. Ildefonsus receiving a chasuble from an 

apparition of the Virgin Mary and support for this idea is surely the sculpted predella 

which El Greco designed for the painting.44  [See Fig.5]The other was the fact that the 

cathedral treasury, one of the richest relic collections in Europe, housed a portion of 

                                                 
43 The importance of the Spanish presence in Rome needs to be kept in mind. For a full account see 
Dandelet, Spanish Rome, 2001. (I am indebted to Dr. Peter Thompson of the Department of Languages, 
Literatures and Cultures, Queen’s University in making this volume known to me.) 
44 St. Ildefonsus was an archbishop of Toledo who died in 667. His particular devotions were to St. 
Leocadia (also from Toledo) and the Virgin Mary. Ildefonsus was, one day, called to the cathedral by a 
mysterious sound and light. The Virgin appeared to him rewarding his fidelity with a chasuble, “a priestly 
garment” and he was directed to wear it on important feast days. And, of course the legend appears as 
subject in other works by the artist. Source: the Catholic Encyclopedia and Vultus Christi online: www.new 
advent.org., 3 May 2011. The predella sculpture was apparently part of the original framing of the painting 
which has been replaced by at least two iterations. Design by El Greco but executed by another. 
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Christ’s robe worn at the Crucifixion.45 The chasuble and Christ’s robe have been 

entwined since Roman times.46 Here was an opportunity in a new construction within the 

Cathedral to extend the story within the Toledan context. 

 

And, what of the artist? What quickened his artistic responses to the subject matter? Both 

the robe and the centurion figure (in the guise of St. Longinus) were fabled entities and 

their significance in combination and individually regularly surface throughout the 

iconography and legend of the Western and Eastern churches.47 In the Western tradition 

the legends have their base in the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus and in the later 

Middle Ages, the widely distributed Golden Legend (Legenda Aurea) assembled around 

1260 by Jacobus de Voragine [c.1230-1298]. The scene on Calvary was the origin of both 

legends. El Greco would have been aware of Longinus since his attribute, the lance, was 

prominent in the Eastern liturgy. The lance, as a relic, was incorporated into the 

investiture of Carolingian kings48 forebears to the Hapsburg dynasty of the 16th century 

then ruling Spain. The Carolingians were also instrumental in introducing the Roman rite 

to Spain. In addition, the robe would have resonated with the reforms of the post-

Tridentine Church in that the ‘seamless garment’ long stood for the unity of 

Christendom.49 The artist’s imagination would easily have divined compositional 

parallels within the broader Passion story which were more commonly illustrated such as 

                                                 
45Álavarez-Lopera, 2007, Vol.2, Tomo 1, p.135. The ‘robe’ was also in other relic collections throughout 
Europe. The most notable (and complete) was that held in the Cathedral of Trèves, France. See C. Willems, 
1891, La Sainte Robe de N.S. Jésus-Christ a Trèves. 
46 See discussion below, p.31and following on the liturgical significance of vestments. 
47 Schiller, 1971-72, Vol.2, p.99. Longinus does not become prominent in the Eastern Church until the 12th 
century. 
48 Ibid., p.190. 
49 See below, note.150. 
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the Ecce Homo or the Flagellation or as we have suggested, from the Eastern tradition, 

an Arrest in the Garden. 

 

The Christ 

 

Dominating the canvas is the figure of the red-robed Christ, dressed in the ‘seamless 

garment’ of scripture and legend, for which the soldiers drew lots.50 The design of 

Christ’s figure from the apex of his heaven-ward gazing head to the nadir of his left foot 

suggests the mandorla frequently present on church tympani in the Gothic era and which 

El Greco had employed in earlier works.51 On Christ’s left side are figures engaged in 

preparing the Saviour for his sacrifice/sentence. The upper figure in green begins the 

disrobing, one hand at the collar of the robe, the other holds a rope tied to Christ’s hand 

which covers his heart. His left hand blesses/protects a lower figure in yellow bending to 

his task preparing the crossbeam for the reception of nails. On Christ’s right is the figure 

of the ‘legionnaire’, perhaps St. Longinus, 52 but in any case an agent of ‘authority’, 

supervising the proceedings. Below the legionnaire are the three Marys, almost 

introduced as an after thought, as they seem barely integrated into the picture at all. 

However, the face of the Virgin filled with both resignation and sorrow stares mutely but 

as if in recollection and, therefore, knowingly, at the cross and its preparation. It is a 

poignant, portrait-like vignette. Above Christ’s and the centurion’s heads the artist has 

                                                 
50 See Bibliography for the myriad of sources but especially de Voragine, c.1993, The Golden Legend and 
Westcott, n.d., The Gospel of Nicodemus. 
51 See Pietà, New York Hispanic Society; Assumption, Chicago Art Institute; Syros Icon, Holy Cathedral of 
the Dormition, Syros; Modena triptych, Gallery Estensa, Modena; the Angel Piéta, Velimezis Collection, 
Atrhens among others. 
52 Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, p.52. 
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painted a crowd, a rabble in a frieze of many heads presaging that extraordinary lineup in 

the Burial of the Count of Orgaz [Fig.6] The present frieze [Fig.7] manages to underline, 

in its psychological multiplicity toward the unfolding scene, the utter loneliness and fixity 

of the central figure of Christ. Already engaged in argument, and on either side of his 

head, are cast the ‘two thieves’ who would accompany Christ on Golgotha.53 In the 

painting the Christ figure, his left foot, in front and on the ground, his right lifting, seems 

to be moving forward toward us through the events that are surrounding him. This is 

supported by the fold of cloth at the knee break.54 The idea of motion, of action taking 

place is a referent to the immediate proceedings but has theological implications beyond 

the narrative.  

 

The Centurion 
 
As indicated, the other principal participant in El Greco’s drama besides Christ, is the 

‘centurion’ of scripture.55 He is the more problematic figure both because of his 

prominence and the entangled understanding of which ‘centurion’ he might be due to 

scriptural ambiguity and the variations on his story in legend. A major anachronism 

(among several) is his suit of armour. His breastplate reflects the scene but particularly 

the colour of Christ’s robe and by which, I believe, the artist intended to tie these two 

players together in a symbiotic relationship. Wethey, too, commented on the prominence 

                                                 
53 The figure on the left is actually holding a rope which suggests he was part of the work-group carrying 
out the sentence. One needs to look carefully to ascertain this fact since the dynamic between both figures 
is certainly disputatious. It is not beyond consideration that one thief was co-opted by the Romans and El 
Greco is suggesting this figure would ‘not be with Him in Paradise that day.’ In any case both figures 
support the atmosphere of chaos surrounding the serenity of the Christ figure. In sharp contrast to my 
observations, Azcarate comments that the figure on Christ’s left, “mira con arrobamiento”, ‘looks with 
rapture’ upon Christ. Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3, p.43. 
54 I do not think a contrapposto design is present here; motion is implied. Lizzie Boubli does not agree. 
“But Christ’s tunic veils only slightly the very visible contrapposto.” In Boubli, 2003, p.234. 
55 See Matthew 27:54. 



 - 19 - 19 

of the “soldier in armor” and, after the Christ figure, “the most striking figure in the entire 

composition”.56 Wethey is content with the soldier as “most likely to be St. Longinus”.57 

Others, whom Wethey cites, have proposed that the centurion, “personifies the indifferent 

Roman State”, but Wethey demurs, saying that the latter interpretation, “implies a kind of 

allegory for which there is little evidence in a devotional theme such as the ‘Espolio’.”58 

William Jordan writing in El Greco of Toledo in 1982 repeats Wethey’s observation, 

concurring with the sainthood of the centurion.59 Xavier Bray merely mentions the gospel 

of Mark, 15:39 citing the “Roman centurion” as saying, “Truly this was the Son of 

God”.60 Álvarez-Lopera goes no further in his catalogue entry of 1999,61 but is more 

replete in his description of the alternative suggestions as to the identity of the armed 

figure in his magnum opus of 2007, without declaring his conviction.62 But the 

centurion’s importance is far more than that of “a stupid, puzzled, military man” as 

Kenneth Clark once described him.63 

 

The principal objection to the figure being St. Longinus seems to be the absence of the 

lance which, by the mid-sixteenth century, was his generally accepted attribute: witness 

Bernini’s sculpture in St. Peter’s. Obviously, other figures in the painting contribute 

significantly to the theme but they are clearly secondary to the principal narrative, which 

is between Christ and the soldier. What might have been some of the ruminations 

                                                 
56 Wethey, 1962, vol.2, p.52. The facts, unless otherwise noted are from Wethey, Vol.2, pp.51-56. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. Wethey does not elaborate on the artist’s use of allegory but I would suggest there is more of it in 
the work of El Greco than he gives credit for 
59 El Greco, 1982, p.232. 
60 El Greco, 2004, p.122. 
61 Álvarez-Lopera, 1999, p.383. 
62 Álvarez-Lopera, 2007, Vol.2, p.133. 
63 Kenneth Clark, Looking At Pictures. Article reproduced in Hadjinicolaou, 1990, Vol.3, pp.47-52. 
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entertained by the artist in his process of conception? Culturally, in folk-lore, the story of 

Longinus had some prominence in Medieval festival worship.64 For El Greco, to repeat, 

his Greek inheritance would have familiarized him with the story of Longinus, as the 

lance was a prominent element in the Greek mass.65 The ‘centurion’ was, again, 

according to legend, cured of his blindness as the blood and water spewed from the 

wound in Christ’s side,66 but there is no sense of the expected surprise or awe at a miracle 

being performed. Nor is there evidence of the condition of blindness (if, indeed, the 

gospels are talking of the same centurion). The centurion stares at us with a disturbing 

directness. [See Fig.1] Given the above literary tradition, especially that of St. Mark’s 

gospel, the story of ‘Longinus’ justifies our greater examination of the figure’s role in the 

painting keeping in mind El Greco does not portray him with a lance. 

 

In order to pursue this greater examination a circumlocution (or two) is required. Another 

authoritative figure in the story of the Passion was of course Pontius Pilate, one without 

question a ‘personification of the Roman State’. Mentioning Pilate at this point may seem 

curious but he would have been very familiar to El Greco as a figure important to the 

Passion. In the Eastern Orthodox tradition Pilate and his wife had become saints.67 

Hourihane even suggests that Pilate should be viewed, “as a symbol of Baptism and the 

washing of his hands is in fact his ‘illumination’ or his birth into Christianity.”68 The 

centurion, too, was supposedly admitted into Christianity, baptized by Christ’s blood and 

                                                 
64 Peebles, 1911, p.70. 
65 Ibid., p.66. 
66 Ibid., p.4; and Mrs. Jameson, 1865, pp.161-162; and Mrs. Jameson, 1900, p.416. 
67 Hourihane, 2009, p.4. 
68 Ibid, p.2. 



 - 21 - 21 

his own exclamatory profession of faith.69 Pilate’s transformation to sainthood in the 

Eastern Church and his trajectory to kingship which Hourihane describes below, suggests 

a possible conflation of the figures in El Greco’s imagination even if not liturgically 

approved: 

“His visual role was extended in the ninth century when he [the centurion] is used in 
other compositions that range from the Ecce Homo scene to illustrating the psalms, and it 
is at this stage that he assumes the attributes of a king. The first such example of a royal 
Pilate is to be found in the Utrecht Psalter, where he is crowned and carries the scepter. 
Throughout the medieval period, he was a figure of authority by virtue of his being a 
Roman administrator, but this frequently gets extended, until by the middle of the 
fifteenth century he even has his own Templum Pilati in a print by Bacio Baldini.” 70  
 
Such iconography had meaning for the Spanish observer as evidenced in the series of 

‘Pinturas del armario de las reliquias’ painted about 1495 by Alsonso de Sedano and 

installed in Burgos Cathedral. In one panel, Pilate is directing the nailing to the cross 

while in the background seven figures in armour toss dice for Christ’s robe splayed out 

on the ground before them.71  

 

Hourihane makes abundantly clear the combinations and permutations in which the 

Eastern Medieval imagination transformed Pilate’s role in the crucifixion as described in 

Scripture and his subsequent ‘rescue’ as one of the first Christians. It was an 

extraordinary piece of myth-making legerdemain. 72 In making his opening argument 

Hourihane has this to say about Pilate’s importance: “Pontius Pilate is one of the most 

                                                 
69 It is not clear from the Gospels whether there were one or more legionnaires on duty at the crucifixion.  
70 Hourihane, 2009, p.3. 
71 Ibid., p.248, fig.112. 
72 Ibid., p.4. “In the Western world, however, the opposite applies, and he [Pilate] is widely seen as being 
responsible for the greatest miscarriage of justice ever.” 
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important figures in early Christian art and is frequently given more prominence in 

monuments from this period than Christ himself.”73 

 
What we want to take into consideration for our subject is the intermingling to dissolution 

of both the stories of Pilate and the centurion in the gospels and the ensuing apocryphal 

development of their roles in both the Eastern and Western traditions. In some 

representations Pilate becomes a king in judgment; in others he directs the crucifixion. 

Equally the centurion becomes, through faith, a saint, or alternatively, an agent of 

authority who also happens to supervise the execution of Christ. In many medieval 

depictions of the scene on Golgotha both actors could be given equal weight as to their 

part in the drama. My argument is suggesting that consideration be given to the 

combining of the roles of centurion, procurator and king by El Greco underlined by the 

figure’s prominence in the composition and the learned audience for whom it was 

intended and who, from all we know of them, would have appreciated the conceit. 

 

‘Circumlocution’ number two has to do with a further co-mingling of these ‘actors’ as 

described by John Pobee in his essay, The Cry of the Centurion–A Cry of Defeat.74 

Drawing upon Mark’s gospel, Pobee explores the parallel language in St. Mark’s story 

with the prophecies of the Old Testament, principally those in Isaiah and the Psalms. 

Pobee’s argument analyzes St. Mark’s language, which, in building the story, lays down 

in verse after verse the case for Christ’s martyrdom75 in an attempt to explain the 

                                                 
73 Ibid., p.2. 
74 Pobee in Bammel, pp.91-102. 
75 Ibid., p.92. 
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philosophical quandary of early medieval exegetes who concerned themselves with the 

question of, “Why should Christ suffer?”76 Pobee writes: 

“…….Mark 15 applies stock martyrological proof-texts to the death of Jesus Christ. The 
thought of Ps.22 runs through the whole chapter. Thus the division of Jesus’ garments 
after the crucifixion (Mark 15.24) is so narrated as to recall and thus become a fulfillment 
of ‘They parted my garments among themselves and cast lots upon my raiment’ of Ps. 
22.18. Again, ‘wagging their heads’ of Mark 15.29 alludes to ‘they wagged their heads’ 
of Ps. 22.7….”, which leads back to traditional Jewish interpretation, “It need therefore 
occasion no surprise that New Testament scholars have come to recognize the important 
role Ps. 22 played in the Church’s apologetic, especially its Passion apologetic.”77 
 
The progress of Pobee’s argument ties many other phrases from the Old Testament to 

Mark’s language with its tone of advocacy, for the construction of a martyrological 

framework. Pobee confirms that, “No less than ten of the forty-seven verses of this 

chapter are devoted to taunts….Taunts come from the soldiers (vv.16-20) and the 

passerby (v.29), the chief priest and scribes (vv.31-2) and even the bandits (v. 32).78 The 

importance of the concept of ‘Jesus the Martyr’ lies in the nature of the relationship of 

power between an all powerful state and the ‘martyr’. In this case, to repeat, the centurion 

cries out at the very moment of Christ’s death with the words, “Truly this was the son of 

God,”79 and in so doing confirms the powerlessness of the state and the triumph of the 

martyr. Pobee’s argument concludes, “…the centurion’s words amount to the admission 

of failure of all for which he as a representative of Roman government stood. The cry of 

the centurion is a cry of defeat.”80 St. Mark’s story of the Passion structures a “... pattern 

of apparent defeat into victory, [it] is a martyrological topos. A martyr enters glory by 

suffering. This is the pattern of the Jesus drama. Jesus is a martyr….which reflects 

                                                 
76 Ibid., p.91. 
77 Ibid., p.92. 
78 Ibid., pp.93-94. 
79 Matthew 27:54 
80 Pobee in Bammel, p.101. 
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another martyrological motif – martyrdom is a mode of mission…”81 That the spirit of 

‘mission, of ‘martyrdom’ and of ‘campaign’ was in the air of El Greco’s Toledo requires 

only a modest reference to the whole spirit of the Counter-Reformation best expressed in 

the rise of the Jesuits. First a soldier and then a soldier of Christ, Ignatius Loyola, he of 

‘exercises’, of minimal ‘impedimenta,’ of expansion to the East and West, with its 

implicit martyrdom is the incorporation of the renewed Church. And if the Jesuits in the 

pursuit of influence at the courts of Europe, Icarus-like, got too close to the fire, theirs 

was a tactical error in the grand strategy to reconquer Europe for the true faith. They 

failed to get their ‘centurions’ to utter a cry of defeat. 

 

The Rabbinical habit of discussing Scripture with a quotational shorthand has a parallel 

in El Greco’s presentation of his dramatic scene. Jesus is very much in an attitude of 

resignation, of a martyr, and the centurion too, is captured in a mood of calm 

determination.82 Pobee’s essay opens a window to the possibilities inherent in the Passion 

story and El Espolio’s particular moment in the narrative. El Greco was capable of a 

layered complexity even in his early work in Crete.83 Such complexity as we shall see, 

would have appealed to the neo-scholastics in the tradition-bound circle of Toledo’s 

cathedral. El Greco has given the cathedral chapter its devotional image but has allowed 

the possibility of other, more ruminative considerations as well. To the well-versed 

                                                 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid., p.93. Pobee quoting E. Stauffer, Jesus and His Story, [ET London, 1960, p.112] is convincing 
when he affirms: It is the habit of ancient Jewish authors to cite merely the first words when quoting [an 
Old Testament or liturgical text], and leave it for the informed reader to insert the whole text, even where it 
is the later words, not included in the passage cited, which contains the really pertinent matter’. We do 
much the same when using a quote such as “To be or not to be”, from Shakespeare’s Hamlet where text and 
situation combine to either shed new light or advance a discussion without a full recitation of the 
monologue.  
83 See below p.53, El Greco the Cretan. 
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bishops and deacons such ruminations on a holy subject would have provided further 

spiritual delight. Its bloodlessness was very much in the spirit of the Counter-

Reformation in contrast to late medieval and early renaissance depictions in which, “the 

faithful…were constantly exhorted to imagine what Christ had suffered.” 84 

 

Christs’ Body/ The Robe 
 

The overpowering effect of El Espolio comes from the high chord of the colour red in 

Christ’s garment. Liturgically, the colour red is the colour of martyrs, reflecting our 

discussion above on the martyrological sequencing by St. Mark in his gospel. 

Iconographically, of course, the colour had been a long prescribed sign for the 

representation of Christ’s clothing in painting. In the same vein, El Greco has blown the 

garment into the suggested shape of an aureole, “the badge of divine glory”,85 or the 

mandorla, the ancient form which the Rome of antiquity borrowed from the art of the 

Asian sub-continent.86 Another reference to ancient forms relates to a celebrant’s outer 

garment, the chasuble. ‘Chasuble means ‘little house, from the Latin ‘casula’, which 

completely shielded the body” and the form of which was used by the Church well into 

the Middle Ages.87 Therefore, immediately and obviously, the viewer recognizes the 

colour and the form of the robe, and the almost total absence of the body under it. 

 

                                                 
84 Marrow, 1979, p.200. 
85 Didron, 1851, Vol.1, p.272. 
86 Hulme, 1891, p.70-71. 
87 Jungmann, 1961, p.196. In the Baroque period the chasuble was transformed into the stiff, two-sided 
garment visible in the treasuries of many of Europe’s cathedrals .The redesign was necessitated by 
liturgical revisions to the saying of the Mass; actually, the gestural language employed by the celebrant. 
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Whatever else one can say about El Greco’s work intentionality was foremost in his 

creative drive. Very little, if any, of the content of his work is without meaning. In El 

Espolio the artist has gone out of his way to represent Christ without the other signs or 

attributes from the Passion that tradition had attached to this most important of the 

Christian drama sequences. The Christ that is presented here is very different emotionally 

from the Ecce Homo or the Scourging. These are “images of pity”, in Finaldi’s words, 

and these ‘images’ would almost certainly contain selections from the ‘Arma Christi’, the 

principal objects related to the Passion, “the Instruments of the Passion among which was 

the cloak.”88 In fact as we have seen, this ‘cloak’ was implied by the portion of it housed 

among the relics in Toledo’s cathedral.89 Yet, as we have noted elsewhere, this is an 

unbloodied Christ, not even a crown of thorns pierces his brow. In one way the Christ 

figure presents almost as a late Byzantine image, a Holy Icon, without an ‘admixture of 

realism’, to misquote Steinberg.90 In another way, El Greco’s image relates itself to the 

great panoply of symbolic content in Medieval Art, an interest which I, along with others 

believe the artist shared with Michelangelo.91 As Émile Mâle said: 

“Le moyen âge avait eté l’âge des symbols: pour les hautes intelligences de ce temps 
chaque créature exprimait une verité morale, comme chaque mot de la Bible enveloppait 
une révélation. L’art fut profondément symbolique.”92 
 

                                                 
88 Finaldi, 2000, pp.134-135 and pp.154-155. 
89 Bosch, 2000, p.44. Bosch says, “… the purple tunic Christ wore during the Passion…”. I am assuming 
this and the cloak of El Espolio are one and the same but as we know from depictions of ‘The Mocking of 
Christ’ the assumption may be incorrect just from the style of cloak worn over the shoulders in the latter. 
However, it is tantalizing to think that El Greco might have been inspired in some degree by the presence 
nearby in the cathedral of the holy relic. 
90 Steinberg, 1983, p.9. 
91 See particularly Nagel, 2000; but also Kitaura, 1995; Rodetis, 1997; Summers [Maniera], 1972; 
Clements, 1961; Dixon, 1994; Steinberg, 1983, for other observations. 
92 Mâle, 1932, p.335. “The Middle Ages had been the age of symbols: for the highly educated of these 
times each creature expressed a real tale, just as each word of the Bible circumscribed a revelation. Art was 
deeply symbolic.” My trans. See also, Wittkower, 1977, Chapter Nine, for a discussion on Allegory. 
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In another way, El Espolio is neither of the Byzantine or the Medieval worlds, but 

encompassed within the understanding of this period, the Catholic Reform in the 

quiescence of Trent. The figure of Christ does have a head, hands and feet yet their role is 

somehow detached from the body, cut off at the collar, the sleeve, the hem. Christ’s face 

is turned toward heaven, infused by a look of serenity or acceptance, his right hand, 

articulated elegantly as only this artist could, covers his heart as if swearing to the pact he 

has made with God the Father. His left hand, in an emphatical gesture of protection and 

benediction underscoring his forward movement and his spiritual dialogue with His 

Father, hovers over the head of the labourer preparing the cross. The Saviour’s feet 

advance to the picture plane indicating again, not only acceptance, but the commitment to 

undergo the ordeal. Instead of a ‘black mime’, El Greco has created a ‘red mime’ in 

which body parts have been assigned gestures of signification and only those will shine in 

the spotlight. 

 

Some other points arise from these observations. The aura about Christ’s face is unearthly 

and the light upon it, streaming from the upper left (which we have noted above), is from 

a source other than that informing the whole painting. An explanation for the two sources 

may be found in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy where Dionysius the Areopagite (fl. 518-

528) asserts that light pursues whatever turns away from it: 

“Whether the self-determined freewill of spirits withdraws from spiritual light through 
love of evil, closing the faculties of enlightenment which naturally lie within it, or shuts 
itself off from the light present to it, the light itself does not turn away from it, but 
continues to shine on the spirit though it is purblind. The light generously pursues that 
which turns away from it…the divine light is always infolded beneficently [sic] to the 
eyes of the spirit…”.93 
 
                                                 
93 Campbell, 1981 pp.28-29. 
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The light in El Espolio “pursues” the Knight across his shoulder, over and on the heads of 

the Marys and down to the carpenter preparing the cross. Light is both reflected back on 

the invading crowd and upon it from the storm ridden clouds above the throng. Light, 

presented in this way helps explain the lighting disjunctions not only in the present work 

but, I would suggest, in many others by the artist. Light, in Dionysius’ interpretation is 

the all forgiving God’s gift of charity, the possibility and opportunity of forgiveness in 

the sacrament of Penance, which El Greco has beautifully expressed with the Christ 

figure’s hand over the carpenter. 

 

The Saviour’s face, returning to the figure of Christ proper, is aglow and rendered serene. 

Here, then, is the lamb, as was prefigured in the Old Testament, “a male without 

blemish” (Lev. 1:10) that God requested of Moses to be sacrificed. The sacrifice would 

stain the skin with blood and in the grand sequence of sacrificial scenes from the Old 

Testament to the New, the Lamb, the Body of Christ, would be restored to its pristine 

state by the Resurrection. Ewa Kuryluk succinctly puts it this way: 

“The Hebrew Bible sets the pattern for the change of Jesus’ appearance in the New 
Testament: he is luminous until the beginning of the passion, then starts turning red [first 
he is dressed in a purple mantle, then his skin is injured]; he dies naked, but his clothes 
[white] are restored at resurrection.”94 
 
The parallels in El Espolio are therefore obvious. The artist has preserved the luminosity 

of the body of the Christ and, sponge-like, has absorbed or concentrated the blood of the 

future sacrifice in the substance of the robe which is underlined, as by so much else of El 

Greco’s working of cloth, by its almost abstract form. The story of the Passion contains 

sequences of the dressing and undressing of Christ, of cloth and flesh, of red and white. 

                                                 
94 Kuryluk, 1991, p.185. 
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Christ is stripped of his clothing and, by flaying, of his skin, both to reappear as white 

light in the Resurrection.95 

 

Body and robe are therefore, in a complex, symbolic relationship and to be understood 

properly in the relationship, if the painting is going to be understood more fully, they 

must be separated before being reunited. First, the red robe must be dealt with as more 

than an armature for rhetorical gestures as important as they are. Its colour implies 

sacrifice,96 and as we have just seen, martyrdom, with all of its implications. The robe’s 

very shape, its aureole-like quality is time honoured and heavy with meaning for those 

able to read it. Yet at the same time by its floating quality, as if it had been deposited 

from above, the robe implies the body. Leo Steinberg in his oft-quoted essay on the 

sexuality of Christ said, “The human body as a hierarchical system is a conceit of late 

antiquity, if not older.”97 Pursuing this theme, over time and with many other 

accoutrements of the Roman world, the hierarchical system was linked to Christ. “Thus 

Eusebius: The nature of Christ is twofold; it is like the head of the body in that He is 

recognized as God, and comparable to the feet in that for our salvation He put on 

manhood as frail as our own…’”98 El Greco has scripted head, hands and feet in this 

hierarchical arrangement to underscore prayerful acceptance (Christ’s head), blessing and 

forgiveness (His hands) and commitment forward (His feet). Herein lies the essential 

mystery at the heart of the Catholic faith, the divine and death-conquering man now 

                                                 
95 A storm, complete with earthquake, occurred at the hour of Christ’ death. His resurrection is greeted by 
another storm and earthquake at dawn on Easter Sunday as the Marys approach Jesus’s tomb. An angel 
appears inside. “His face was like lightning, his robe white as snow.” See Matthew 27:51 and 28:3. 
96 Durandus, 2007, p.217. 
97 Steinberg, 1983, p.143. 
98 Ibid. 
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engaged through the agency of the priesthood in a perpetual repetition of the eternal life-

giving sacrifice, offering the promise of salvation to those in a state of grace. In ‘yielding 

up his spirit’,99 Christ’s soul (and body) would ascend to heaven along with the, “…souls 

of the just,” who, “were often represented ascending to heaven surrounded by a glory, or 

aureole.”100  

 

Throughout this account the reader will have observed the intertwining of religion, 

history, and myth. It is our proposition that El Espolio reflects all of these strains, albeit 

at differing levels of import. So it is with the robe. Robert Graves in The Nazarene 

Gospel Restored states: “Priests were privileged to wear a seamless tunic, like that for 

which the soldiers cast lots in John 29:23; this garment was woven on a special loom.” 

101 Jewish lore also relates that Jewish mothers wove for their sons a seamless robe as 

they embarked on their life’s work.102 Scripture mentions the robe and so does the gospel 

of Nicodemus in the Apocrypha, if indirectly.103 The scriptures, themselves, reference 

Psalm 22: 18: “they divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothes”.104 It 

was probably not lost on El Greco or his commissioners that the seamless garment had 

long stood for the Church itself and that it took on new import in face of the winds of 

                                                 
99 Matthew 27:50. “But Jesus, again crying out in a loud voice, yielded up his spirit.” 
100 Twining, 1885, p.154. Something El Greco would have identified with, ie: the ascent of the soul of the 
Count in ‘El Entierro’. 
101 Graves, 1946, p.737 and Pemberton, p.54, note 19. This attractive reference by Graves ignores the fact 
that, for the high priest, the seamless tunic, as well as other ritual garments were worn only after 
purification and before entering the temple to give sacrifice. 
102 Gomlick relates that the name for this garment is the abba and only in Nazareth [the land of Christ’s 
domicile before He began His ministry] did the men wear a seamless abba. The garment was woven from 
camel’s hair, was significantly the costume of the peasant, and looked like clothing worn in several 
depictions of John the Baptist, such as that of Donatello. See Gomlick, p.28. 
103 Various citations; Cartlidge and Elliott, 2001, pp.123-126: John:19:25 and note. ‘i’; Luke 23:34 and 
23:47; Mark 15:24 and15:39; Matthew 27:28; scarlet cloak reference; 27:36, lots for the cloak; 27:54, 
centurion’s utterance. 
104 Jerusalem Bible, p.804, among other presages of the Passion story. 
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reformations still blowing across Europe. As such El Espolio becomes very much tied to 

Counter-Reformation iconography. The robe’s symbolism denoting the unity of the 

Church goes back at least to Cyprian (c.200-58) who used it as a symbol in another time 

of trouble for the Church:  

“This holy mystery of oneness, this unbroken bond of close-knit harmony…Can anyone 
then…be so mad in his passion for quarrelling, as to believe it possible that the oneness 
of God, the garment of the Lord, the Church of Christ, should be divided…?” 105 
 

Others, as notable as St. John Chrysostom (c.347-407), St. Augustine (354-430), and 

Erasmus (1466-1536) 106 have found the ‘seamless garment’ metaphor useful at times of 

schism and disaffection with the Church.107 St. John used the seamless quality of the 

garment to signify “the unity of the divine and human in Christ”.108 In 1533 Erasmus 

published On Restoring the Unity of the Catholic Church wherein the seamless garment 

is the governing metaphor. 

 

El Greco, in El Espolio, pairs the hard shell of the centurion’s armour with the aureole 

and carapace-shaped red robe of Christ. We do not need Anne Hollander as guide to these 

contrasts (and metaphoric parallels) but her work suggests that cloth and clothing be 

taken seriously. Now is the appropriate juncture to consider, briefly the role of vestments 

in the ritual of the Mass. To repeat, El Espolio, in a brilliant confluence of art and 

                                                 
105 Pemberton, Australian Biblical Review 54. (2006), p.50. 
106 See Bataillon, Marcel. Érasme et l’Espagne: Recherches sur l’Histoire du XVIe Siécle. Paris: Librairie 
E. Droz, 1937.  
107 See Pemberton, 2006, pp.50-51; and Himelick, in a review of Erasmus and the Seamless Coat of Jesus 
by Scott A.Hendrix in the Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol.41, No.2 (Jun.,1973), pp.251-
252. 
108 Pemberton, 2006, p.51. 
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function, was intended for the vestry [or the sacristy] of Toledo’s cathedral.109 [See 

Figs.4a & 4b] In this space one must imagine the primate of Spain,110 the second most 

influential figure in Spanish society after the King, counselor both to the monarch of a 

universal empire and to the pope of the universal church, vesting himself to perform the 

sacrifice of the Mass, the rite of the new covenant through which the sin of Adam would 

be redeemed. El Greco surely knew both the significance of and the proscriptions on 

colours for the representation of saints particularly for the figures of Christ and the 

Blessed Virgin. Both Eastern and Western traditions used red for Christ’s garment and 

blue for his Mother’s. The origins of the vestments of the Church are drawn out of both 

traditions from which the Catholic faith springs, the Judaic and Roman. Earlier, above, 

we touched on Christ’s robe as a metaphor strongly rooted in psalmody and scripture as 

well as history.111 Historically there are at least two prime sources for an understanding 

of the significance of the vestments as part of the liturgical apparatus. The first is the so-

called Donation of Constantine and the second is the Rationale Divinorum Officiorum of 

Guilielmus Durandus (c.1237-1296).112 The latter was the principal codification of the 

divine liturgy up to the fourteenth century including the colour of vestments and the 

appointed times in the church calendar when they should be worn. The former, a forgery, 

became the ‘will’ or ‘bequest’ of Constantine to the new imperium to be held by the 

                                                 
109 Initiated by Cardinal Quiroga (Cardinal, 1577-94) among other major renovations to the Cathedral. Rio 
de la Hoz, 2001, p.31. The sacristy underwent several renovations and expansions over the centuries, the 
last one being in the early 19th. The literature uses ‘sacristy’ and ‘vestry’ interchangeably, and indeed at 
other times, in other places, the spaces could be regarded as one and the same. In a major foundation such 
as Toledo’s cathedral the spatial functions would be distinct. Guided by common sense in the absence of 
clarifying documentation El Espolio was hung in the vestry, the site for clerical dressing and undressing 
before and after religious ceremonies. 
110 The personage was almost certainly an archbishop and most probably also a cardinal. 
111See Helen K. Bond in Israel’s God and Rebecca’s Children, 2007, pp.183-194. 
112 The Rationale was not among the books in El Greco’s interesting library but it was almost certainly in 
the Cathedral’s. 



 - 33 - 33 

Church, assigning to it many of the attributes of imperial power and prestige.113 Though a 

forgery, it was long held to be a valid document and one which the papacy referred to 

frequently in its struggles with the temporal power. The ‘Donation’ bequeathed the 

Church , “the gift of dress.... the Lorum which is hung around the neck [pallium]. And 

also the purple cloak and the scarlet tunic, in fact all the imperial vestments.” 114 Hence, 

as Pobee has identified, the ironic tone expressed by the gospel writers in their 

descriptions of the scourging of Christ.115 Durandus describes the “sacred vestments” in 

Chapter One, Proême, of the Rationale.116 First, Durandus warns, “the Priests, Bishops 

and other ministers…not to wear the Sacred Vestments in the use of everyday.” 117 He 

suggests that “the sacred vestments seem to have been taken from the Law of old,” 118 

were made of linen, and also that the Apostles added to the array of garments for the 

priestly functions.119 In the third section he lists the principal vestments and their 

signification: for example, “Fourthly, the Girdle, that he may rein in the impulse of 

desire.” Or, “In the tenth place, the Chasuble which is charity.” There are fourteen items 

in all and they are, in sum, “the armour of God”.120 Durandus writes further, “Lastly, with 

the chasuble he covereth himself as it were with a shield; and with a book he armeth his 

hand, as with a sword.”121 “So accoutered,” Durandus states, the priest has prepared 

himself, “for his conflict AGAINST SPIRITUAL WICKEDNESS IN HIGH PLACES, 

(sic.) and for the allaying of the Judge’s anger against His subjects, he proceedeth to the 

                                                 
113 Forged at Rome, c.750. See Klauser, 1969, p.93 for a note on the Donation. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Pobee, 1970, p.95. 
116 Durandus, 2007, p.154. 
117 Ibid., p.155. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Ibid, pp.155-156. The vestments listed are sandals, amice, alb, girdle, stole, tunic, Dalmatic, gloves, 
ring, chasuble, napkin, Pall, mitre and staff. 
121 Ibid., p.156. 
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Altar, and by the Confession doth renounce the dominion of the devil….”122 To the altar 

goes the priest and his first words are, “Introibo ad altare dei…”.123 Chapter Three deals 

with the Symbolism of Churches and Church Ornaments and includes a sixteen part 

listing of how the Saints, Martyrs, fathers of the Church are to be represented in painting 

and sculpture. It would be interesting, given the iconography of El Espolio, to know 

whether El Greco, in the layered references in the work, was aware of St. Cyprian’s 

(c.200-258) De Unitate Ecclesiae, On the Unity of the [Catholic] Church, written during 

an earlier time of schism. In this polemic Cyprian writes, “This ‘sacrament’ of unity, this 

indissoluble bond of concord, was prefigured by the tunic of our Lord Jesus Christ, which 

according to the Scriptures, was not divided or rent in any way.” 124 Interestingly, for the 

nature of the iconographic discussion here, is the fact that, “The reference to the word 

‘sacrament’ did not have the same meaning for Cyprian as it does today. For him it 

signified a military oath, an obligation or necessity”.125 In that guise we can almost 

follow a ceremony of knighthood to further reference the status of the legionnaire in El 

Greco’s painting. The martial aura surrounding this fact would be a subtle gloss on El 

Espolio. Ultimately, our concern here is to emphasize the ritual of the priest vesting, that 

prayers are said as he does so, that the various elements of priestly attire have a 

significance and a tradition in and of themselves individually and collectively and that 
                                                 
122 Ibid., p.157. 
123 ‘I will go unto the altar of God.’ My trans. Davies is wrong in his essay on El Greco’s Altarpieces 
translating the phrase to, “I will go into the altar of God.” to make his point. See Davies in Humfrey and 
Kemp, p.237.The full Introit, as this part of the Mass is called, is uttered at the foot of the altar and reads as 
follows in the modern version: “ I will go up to the Altar of God, the giver of triumphant happiness.” See 
Daniel-Rops, p.28. The original Latin dating to the High Middle ages (with which El Greco would be 
familiar) and taken from the opening lines of Psalm 42 is as follows: Introibo ad altare Dei, ad Deum qui 
laetificat iuventutem meam. [I will go unto the altar of God, to God who giveth joy to my youth.] My trans. 
See Jungmann, pp.199-203. In some situations, and as appropriate to the setting of El Espolio, the Introit is 
but part of a longer sequence of prayers that begins with the vesting of the celebrant and continuing through 
to the kissing of the altar which begins the Mass proper. 
124 Griggs, p.406. 
125 Ibid. 
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spiritual intent is behind the function at almost every step. The vestry was not just a 

dressing room but an essential and hallowed space for the priest to prepare for the 

sacrifice. El Greco’s conception reflected his awareness of much of the traditions that 

would be honoured in that space.  

 

Following Trent, Pope Pius IV had commissioned a new catechism which was completed 

in 1564. Published in 1567 under the supervision of Aldus Manutius in four volumes, it 

was authorized by his successor Pius V.126 In quick succession the Breviarum Romanum 

and Missale Romanum were issued in 1568 and 1570, respectively.127 In the former there 

are frequent references to the Passion and to the colours associated with it, purple and 

red. Two examples: one, First Friday in Lent, “Antiphon at the song of Zacharias. Then 

came Jesus forth, wearing crown of thorns and the purple robe.”128; two, Second Friday 

in Lent, First Nocturn, First Antiphon, “Thou art red in thine apparel, and thy garment 

like their’s that tread in the wine-press.”129 The Breviarum, was designed for the 

instruction and edification of the priesthood and had its private function to the priest as a 

man and servant of God as opposed to the Missale which codified the structure of the 

Mass and had its public function between priest and congregation. Pius V’s 

contemporaneous and contiguous catechism codified and explained the principal tenets of 

Catholic belief as agreed upon at Trent. Part Two of the Catechism treats of the 

Sacraments. In the description of Confirmation we find that: 

                                                 
126 Donovan, Catechism 1829, p.xiv. Printed, “before the end of July, 1566”, but not published until 
September, 1567. 
127 Both volumes, following Trent, were to establish a consistency throughout the universal church for the 
celebration of the Mass and provided the priest with a programme for thought and a rationale to Church 
practices. 
128 Bute, Vol.2, p.224. 
129 Ibid., p.265. Isa. LXIII 2,3. 
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”The forehead of the person to be confirmed is anointed with sacred chrism; for in this 
sacrament the Holy Spirit pours himself into the souls of the faithful, and imparts to them 
increased strength and courage, to enable them, in the spiritual contest, to fight manfully, 
and to resist successfully their implacable foes.”130 
 
The anointing is on the forehead, “the most dignified and conspicuous part of the human 

form”, and in the form of the cross, “...the mark by which the Christian is distinguished 

from all others, as the soldier is distinguished by his peculiar military badges.”131 

Confirmation is administered during Pentecost, the scriptural time when the Holy Ghost 

descended upon the Apostles following Christ’s ascension and each candidate becomes 

on this occasion a ‘soldier of Christ’132 and, “receives a gentle slap on the cheek from the 

bishop, to remind [the candidate], that as a courageous champion, he should be prepared 

to brave with unconquered resolution, all adversities for the name of Christ.”133 One last 

point, “the priest ‘clothes the person baptised with a garment emblematic of his purity, in 

order to conduct him to the bishop,” and the bishop, “…makes him a partaker of the most 

holy communion.”134 St. Dionysius is the source for the last observation which underlines 

the fact that almost all of the practices and reasons for the performance of the sacramental 

ceremonials described in the catechism are drawn from Scripture and the traditions of the 

Church Fathers and thus form the basis for the Tridentine renewal of Catholicism.  

 

The themes and assumptions running through this ceremonial repertoire are deeply 

embedded in the substance of Roman Catholic practice. Its re-iteration following Trent 

was to confirm and codify practice so that the Church could once more be seen to be 

                                                 
130 Donovan, p.205. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid., p.194. 
133 Ibid., p.205. 
134 Ibid., p.194. Confirmation acts as a strengthener to Baptism and is spoken of at times as a second 
Baptism See, Ibid., p.195.  
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universal in its most important outward signs. By implication these new or, rather, 

renewed items of the Catholic faith expose the wide variance and degradation that was 

offered to the faithful by an unsupervised clergy and a hierarchy more often concerned 

with the struggles of this world than with the job of saving souls for the next. These 

renewed themes are also available to the viewer of El Espolio. The canons of Toledo 

cathedral would see Christ’s clear forehead, painted, “as an archetype of universal male 

beauty”135 and ‘infused with light’, and remember His baptism in the river Jordan, the 

courage instilled in the Apostles at Pentecost which Confirmation, in imitation, instilled 

in the faithful by an anointed bishop. Psalm 42, whose lines begin with, “I will go unto 

the altar of God”, was, in the early church sung by the newly baptized on Easter Eve as, 

“they were admitted to a full share in the Mass.”136 The spirit of “rebirth”, of 

“restoration” that infuses the Psalm governs the motives of celebrant and communicant 

entering upon the ritual sacrifice commanded by Christ at the Last Supper.137 The 

painting would animate thoughts of wine and blood, of the colour red as representative of 

sacrifice, of love, and perhaps, of the miracle at Cana, with its message of obedience and 

service to one’s elders, among other associations. The red garment, so powerful in its 

meanings, reverences the priestly act of vesting and divesting, of being clothed, of being 

naked, unarmed with the weaponry of this world. In the same spirit of rebirth the clergy 

of Toledo’s cathedral could not ignore the confluence of renewal represented in the 

regenerative character of Trent, the codifications following the Council and approved by 

Pius V, and their new sacristy in that ancient establishment. 

 

                                                 
135 Gudiol, p.86. 
136 Daniel-Rops, p.28 
137 Ibid., for the words quoted. 
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It is time to turn to that which the red robe covered, the body of Christ. Our discussion of 

clothing and vestments may have obscured this central fact but its meaning is even 

greater than the other side of the coin. El Greco merely implies the body, and as we saw 

above, the head, the hands and feet of the Christ figure are eloquent in their rhetorical 

expressiveness. Yet the ostensible purpose of the image foreshadows the precipice upon 

which the body will be laid bare, its nakedness humiliatingly exposed to the world. 

Despite its iconographical rarity the disrobing is one of the last ‘stations’ in the via 

crucis, the way of the cross, and its significance would have weighed upon the 

imagination of the celebrant.138 Christ’s suffering body had only been the source of 

devotion since the Middle Ages 139 and its impact upon the faithful may be seen in its 

extreme manifestation in the stigmata, which St. Francis, among others, experienced (and 

which was a favourite subject of El Greco). While much has been written about the 

depiction of Christ’s body (how could it not be so) our examination will focus upon it as 

the vehicle of Christ’s humanity at the moment of His sacrifice. The sacrifice of the 

Eucharist for which the priest would be preparing in the vestry in Toledo is the central 

issue behind the painting of El Espolio as it is indeed the central issue of the Catholic 

faith. 

 

Elsewhere in this thesis I said that the red robe must be dealt with as more than an 

armature for rhetorical gestures. Yet when one comes to address how El Greco treats 

clothing generally, the body has to be read as an armature for a rhetoric of cloth and 

                                                 
138 See Farrar, p.387. Late Medieval in origin, the stations of the cross were not generally available in 
Churches until the sixteenth century. Nor were they limited to the fourteen ‘stations’ now present in 
Catholic churches. See also, Clifton, p.17, and Hourihane, p.308. 
139 Ibid., p.386. See also David Nirenberg’s discussion in his essay, The Historical Body of Christ in 
Clifton, pp.17-25. 
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colour. Indeed, as Anne Hollander points out, “drapery in El Greco’s religious works has 

none of the power of literary or historical allusion that even very sketchy folds have in 

the work of more conventional artists”.140And when the physical body is revealed, as in a 

crucifixion, the structure of the body is manipulated, putty-like, into an expressive 

symbiosis with the painting’s theme. Whether El Greco saw any of Michelangelo’s clay 

figures is a tantalizing if moot point. What he did take from the master as well as from 

Mannerism was the understanding that the body could be stretched and compressed so 

that it could speak to the overarching idea of the composition. The manipulation of the 

body especially in his later works barely took notice of the anatomy. Hands with three 

fingers, feet with no toes, foreheads twisted into a rhythm with a cloud141 were minor 

distortions when attached to limbs and trunks that never knew the golden mean, that 

vibrated with their own elastic ecstasy. 

 

No art historian has addressed the body of Christ in art as directly as Leo Steinberg.142 

While his specific subject is the sexuality of Christ, Steinberg readmitted Christ, if that is 

the term, to a whole manhood that had been denied Him by an effeminizing tradition and 

Churchly concerns of prurience from the early Middle Ages to today. In asking us to 

“reverse the priorities”,143 Steinberg demonstrated convincingly that, at least with regard 

to the infant Jesus, the exposure of the genitals in painting was not mere playful accident 

                                                 
140Hollander, p.41. 
141 St. John the Baptist and St. John the Evangelist in Sto. Domingo; St. Andrew in Talavera la Vieja; the 
Virgin’s head in Christ Crucified with Angels in the Prado; the cow’s head in the Nativity at Illescas; the 
extraordinary Visitation at Dumbarton Oaks; several heads including St. John’s in the Vision of St. John in 
the Metropolitan in New York. Among many others.  
142Steinberg, Leo. The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion. New York: 
Pantheon, 1983. 
143 Ibid., p 27. 
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but the object of the exercise. It was, “an index of [Christ’s] humanity.”.144 That exposure 

in the ‘innocent’ might be acceptable, but with Michelangelo’s Risen Christ in the church 

of Sta. Maria sopra Minerva in Rome [Fig.8] its “candor” can be disturbing.145 The 

sculpture, one of Michelangelo’s finest, is, in its principal concept, of a fully developed, 

nude, adult male. Doubtless tied to an inheritance from the antique and neo-Platonic 

ideals, Michelangelo’s figure is more in the mode of an ‘heroic naturalism’, speaking 

rather to the naturally muscled carpenter from Nazareth than to the idealized physique of 

Apollo from Olympus. Steinberg’s third major “consideration” of the nudity of the 

figure146 emphasises that this figure represents the new “Adam”.147  

 

El Greco’s relationship with Michelangelo’s work was complicated and need not be 

entered into here in detail.148 El Greco even sculpted a figure of the Risen Christ late in 

his career and it too has a frankness that may have been inspired by the Florentine. 

[Fig.9] Post Renaissance artists, at the essential level of producing a work of art with the 

Christ as subject, “were the only group within Christendom whose métier required them 

to plot every inch of Christ’s body.” And whether fully clothed or partly draped, 

‘revealing’ or ‘concealing’, “Only they, the painters and sculptors,” Steinberg says, “kept 

all of Christ’s body in their mind’s eye.”149  

                                                 
144 Ibid., p.141. 
145 Ibid., Steinberg’s word, p.23. 
146 Steinberg, 1983, p.17. 
143 Ibid., p.23. “How then could he who restores human nature to sinlessness be shamed by the sexual factor 
in his humanity. And is not this reason enough to render Christ’s sexual member, even like the stigmata, an 
object of ostentatio?” Ibid., p.17. 
148 See Boubli, 2003; Kitaura, 1995; Rodetis, 1997; de Salas, [1967]; and Summers (Maniera), 1972. 
149 Steinberg, 1983, p.16. 
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Early in his essay Steinberg discusses the phenomenon of the ‘veil’, whether revealing or 

concealing, and as frequently observed in the many representations of the ‘Virgin and 

Child’: 

“The conclusion seems inescapable that the mother’s transparent veil festooning the child 
in 14th century icons is more than an ineffectual modesty token. The veil serves as omen; 
it aggrieves the Child’s nudity by premonition. Beyond the proleptic allusion to Christ 
‘despoiled of his garments’, it intimates a joining of first and last moments in the spirit of 
Job – “Naked came I from my Mother’s womb and naked shall I return” [Job 1:21]. 
Nakedness becomes the badge of the human condition which the Incarnation 
espoused.”150 
 
So we come to ponder the ‘espousal’ of the Incarnation, the espousal by Christ of the 

human condition without which no salvation was possible. The destiny of the 

‘incarnation’ was death and through His command at the Last Supper, its sacrificial re-

enactment in the Mass, in the celebration of the Eucharist where bread and wine are, by 

means of transubstantiation, turned into the body and blood of Christ. The death of the 

body was essential to fulfill the promise of salvation. That El Greco thought about these 

issues is exemplified by another work, his Baptism c.1597-1600, now in the Prado. 

[Fig.10] 

“Obviously, Christ’s nudity follows from the idea that all his robes have been stripped 
off. The cloth which the angels display above him must represent the new garments 
which will be put on after the ceremony. The brilliance and luminosity of the cloth 
corresponds to Alonso’s151 description of the clothes of the newborn person. Its vivid 
blood red color suggests the sacrifice which Christ agreed to make by accepting Baptism. 
Because the robes are held above Christ’s head in the manner of a baldaquin over an 
altar, they emphasize the Eucharistic implications of the scene and express Alonso’s 
interpretation of the Baptism as part of the Mass. The reverence with which the angel at 
left regards the cloth emphasizes its sacramental importance.”152  
 

                                                 
150 Ibid., p.32. 
151 The Blessed Alonso de Orozco [1500-1591], adherent to Dionysius the Areopagite, friend to Quiroga, 
Archbishop of Toledo and El Greco’s guide to the iconographical programme for the main altar in the 
Seminary of the Incarnation. See Mann, pp.48-64. 
152 Mann, 1986, p.96. 
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Herein we have many of the same concerns expressed in El Espolio. Wittkower, quoting 

Frank Rutter in his El Greco of 1930 that, “El Greco was the Henry Ford of images…its 

strength as an artistic strategy responding to Pacheco’s observation that El Greco was a 

‘great philosopher’”.153 Wittkower asks, “…do El Greco’s pictures reveal a philosophical 

mind at work?” observing that El Greco was not much interested in “invenzione” for its 

own sake. Wittkower concludes: 

“…either El Greco was the Henry Ford of Toledo, or he had an ulterior, philosophical 
reason for repeating himself…one need not assume a dichotomy between El Greco the 
philosopher and El Greco the painter.” and “One is therefore led to believe that he 
deliberately repeated attitudes and gestures when he was faced with a similar task…. 
it must be inferred that gestures for him were signs with an unalterable meaning.”154 

El Greco was certainly aware of the choreography of the Mass and married this fact to the 

rhetoric of gestures he inherited.155 In the Baptism, Christ’s humanity, shown in his 

nakedness and in his willingness to submit to John the Baptist, demonstrates His will as 

the God/man, to undergo what is required to fulfill His mandate and be an example to the 

rest of the world. His robe, red and held aloft by the angels, picks up on the same theme 

as El Espolio; the discarding of the old covenant. The ‘new’ cloth alludes again to 

Dionysius and the commentary on the sacrament in the Pauline catechism. The 

anticipated revesting alludes both to Baptism and the Mass as sacrifice. In a way the 

Baptism is the reverse of the ‘Espolio’ story, containing as it does, aspects of implicit and 

pivotal vesting and ‘unvesting’ 

 

 

                                                 
153 Wittkower, 1977, p.148. 
154 Ibid. 
155 See a discussion in Koerner, 2004, pp.350-351 on the choreographed movements of the priest celebrant 
at Mass. And, below, p.102. 
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Early in his essay Steinberg, contrasting the aims of the Eastern and Western artist, 

claims that for the latter, when dealing with the subject of Virgin and Child, “…the 

objective was not so much to proclaim the divinity of the babe as to declare the 

humanation of God.”156 While this phenomenon first arose as a Renaissance theme it was 

very much in line with the guidelines of Trent which abjured the artistic excesses of the 

recent past displayed in what we call Mannerism. The ‘humanation’ of God, of Christ, 

was best exhibited in His sufferings in the Passion where His body was the site of the 

evidence and therefore the object of contemplation. As metaphor, following 

Michelangelo, the body was transformed into an object of hope, not lament. We must not 

forget that politically, in both the ecclesiastical and civic spheres, the body, as metaphor, 

had other realms of meaning which probably were bound up with the liturgical thread we 

are attempting to follow in this discussion.157 The ‘humanation’ of God in Christ was 

central to the essentially conservative enactments of the Council of Trent, especially in 

the reconfirmation of the doctrine of Transubstantiation. As is well known, disagreement 

on this point of doctrine maintained the divide between Catholics and Protestants in their 

several tentative attempts at reconciliation in the mid- sixteenth century.158 Further, as 

David Davies has observed: 

“In this connection, the supernatural role of the priest, as a sacramental channel of Grace, 
to consecrate, to offer the sacrificial victim to God the Father, and to administer the 
sacrament of the Eucharist was also censured by the Reformers.”159  
 

                                                 
156 Steinberg, 1983, p.9.  
157 Beckwith, 1993, p.30 and see Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 1957. 
158See MacCulloch, 2004, pp.25-26 for the orthodox Catholic position; for Luther’s views, pp.129-130; 
p.230 for the results of the Diet of Regensburg; p.275 for Protestants as observers at the Trent sessions of 
1551-1552 and their dismay at the Council’s new definition of Transubstantiation. 
159Davies, p.212, in Humfrey and Kemp, 1990. 
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Trent, with the grandeur of the Mass, which from then on, “… generally assumed a more 

dramatic and splendid aura”,160 enhanced the priest’s role and hence the significance of 

priestly vestry preparations. Trent, as we have also seen, set the direction for the tone and 

subject of the painted decorations destined for God’s house. El Espolio’s connection to 

these factors becomes obvious. The following observation by Davies is apt if not also 

obvious: 

“…the mass, because it is the central act of Catholic worship, the subject matter of 
altarpieces in this period generally reflected those issues which were raised by the 
Protestants and treated in the theological Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent.”161  
 
The figure of Christ as God/man in El Espolio approaches the ‘hour of his death’ and 

after his agony on the Mount of Olives where he has ‘accepted the cup’ proffered by the 

Father. The celebrant approaches the Mass, emerging from his preparations in the sacristy 

continually memorialising the procession from the Mount of Olives to Golgotha. Christ’s 

acceptance of the will of his Father was, during the high Middle Ages, to become the 

model by which the Christian could face death.162 As Philippe Ariès has noted, “…the 

Christian is urged to look forward to death with joy, as if to a new birth.” One was 

reminded, “Media vitae in morte summus”, in the midst of life, we are in death.163 For 

most of the Middle Ages and for well into the seventeenth century this idea would hold 

true for the faithful who were locked unto death in this vale of tears. Following Trent, and 

though the ‘vale of tears’ was never completely absent as a condition from the Christian 

consciousness, a new tone of optimism lay upon considerations of death. Even for the 

worst in society the penalty of death was regarded as an opportunity for release and 

                                                 
160Ibid., pp.214-215. 
161Ibid., pp.215-216. El Greco’s work was not technically an altarpiece but in its’ site it functions as such.  
162 And despite his cry, later and from the cross of, “Eli,Eli lama sabachthani?’, “My God, my God, why 
hast thou forsaken me?” Matthew 27:46 & Mark 15:34. 
163 Ariès, 1981, p.13. 
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salvation. For Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621), the enormously influential apologist for 

Trent and future saint and Doctor of the Universal Church: 

“…the condemned man was actually rehabilitated by his suffering and his repentance. 
His piety transformed his execution into an expiation, and his death became a good death, 
better than many others. ‘When they have begun to depart from mortal life,’ Bellarmine 
wrote, almost admiringly of condemned criminals, ‘they begin to live in immortal 
bliss.’”164  
 
One notes immediately the markedly different tone from that of the Middle Ages and one 

which pervades El Espolio, contrasting with its persistence in the North, in the horrors of 

Grünewald and the nightmares of Bosch, which have few parallels in the South.  

     

One central aspect we have to keep in mind is that El Espolio was rarely, if ever, seen by 

the faithful at large. El Espolio was to be experienced by the highest clergy in the land, 

from the Primate of all Spain to the many tens of learned acolytes who undertook to 

perform the rites of Holy Mother Church in ancient Toledo’s mighty and storied 

cathedral. El Espolio, as both memento and preface, could cohere all of that significance 

into a powerful mandate to recommit to the sacrifice of the Mass, to recommit to the 

integrity of the Church’s role in Spain, to recommit to the Crown of Spain as its partner 

in providing for the welfare, spiritually and materially, of the souls in her care. That these 

concerns were ‘in the air’ we know from various recent histories.165 But is there any 

evidence of this grand strategy, of this exalted and urgent mission in our painting? 

 

                                                 
164 Ibid., p.308. 
165 I am thinking here particularly of the work of William Bouwsma, Jonathan Brown, William Christian, 
David Davies, John Elliott, Lu Ann Homza, Henry Kamen and I.A.A. Thomson. 
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One is conscious of Peter Burke’s warning of simply applying the zeitgeist to works of 

art.166 So it must be stated at the outset that the commissioner’s and, therefore the artist’s, 

obvious intent was to portray the ‘spoiliation’ of Christ’s effects on Calvary. And as a 

devotional image and despite its unusual iconography, it more than successfully conveys 

its message. The literature supports this conviction as does this writer.167  

 

However given these considerations I am suggesting another reading is possible. I believe 

this painting can be read as representative of a nexus between a reformed liturgy and a 

post-Tridentine programme of church renewal in Spain allied to a monarchical 

programme of ‘nación’ under Philip II that was essentially one and the same. No one as 

far as I am aware has tied El Espolio to the larger world outside of the cathedral. True, it 

has frequently been discussed in its relation to the edicts of Trent on the arts and their 

role in the newly redefined church.168 But that role, especially in Spain, was very 

complex. None of the foregoing description and analysis of the painting’s primarily 

religious import is inimical to what I am proposing. The ‘redefiniton’ expressed by the 

post-Tridentine Church was essentially a re-assertion of the tenets of the medieval church 

conjoined with reforms of the means of communication whether from the mouths of the 

clergy and all that implied, to standards governing the creation of devotional images and 

ritual practise. El Espolio can be seen as both response and agent to the Tridentine 

reforms. Yet the curiously abstract Christ and the almost concretely present Knight when 

                                                 
166 Burke, 2001, p.31. 
167 See José Manuel Pita Andrade, in El Greco 1999, p.132 ; Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, pp.51-52 ; El Greco, 
1982, Cat 13, p.232. And, in the absence of a commissioning document. 
168 Wethey, 1962, Vol.2, p.52; El Greco 1982, Entry, Cat.13, p.232. 
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viewed against the Spain of the second half of the sixteenth century seem not to be fully 

explored. 

 

One of the principle objections to my suggestion will be the occasion of the siting of 

work. How, in a vestry, can we expect such a subject to have much impact beyond the 

very limited audience it was designed for? This is the crux of the matter in many ways. 

Who was the audience? Is size of audience critical or is it, in some cases, such as this 

one, its substance? What in the painting suggests more than the obvious analysis of the 

subject matter; at once, obscure and, at once, utterly familiar as a Passion scene tied to 

innumerable depictions of the Flagellation, Christ before Pilot, the Ecce Homo, the 

Betrayal in the Garden, as well as other types from the Stations of the Cross? The 

infractions of the canons and decrees of Trent which we have related above were 

obviously insufficient for changes to be made to the composition as the painting exists as 

originally conceived nor was it ‘revised ‘in other, later versions of the same composition.  

 

Works of art gain significance as quantums of their time. Therefore, El Espolio is also, as 

I hope to show, a referent to recent events in the church in Spain, the reform of the 

Universal Church and its hand-in-glove support of the monarchical and virtually 

universal ambitions of Philip II. Christ and the centurion in El Greco’s painting are 

symbolic of a renewal of the medieval alliance of church and state. The medieval battle 

for superiority in the Christian world had been won by the Kings of Europe, the papacy 

having largely defeated itself with overarching and largely untenable claims of 

supremacy. The Church, in agonized pragmatism, in a radically restructured world, cast 
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its lot with the Monarchs of the newly forming nation states broadly adopting, if not 

consciously, the Protestant dictum ‘cuius regni, eius religii’.169 The idea of secularism 

was far into the future despite the fact that contemporary political theory was laying the 

groundwork for the nation state as a concept and monarchical absolutism as a result. The 

fortunes of church and state in the early modern era were intimately and complicatedly 

intertwined. As Émile Mâle made perfectly clear many years ago, there was more behind 

the works of art of post-Tridentine Europe than mere propaganda in the battle for the 

hearts and minds of a religiously divided Europe.170 The methods were sometimes 

appallingly direct as in the theatre of the auto da fe but in works of art messages were 

often conveyed with a subtlety and complexity of content as manifested in El Espolio. 

 

The presence of the robe as relic in a site of many relics, many of them gifted by the 

monarch, helps explain the commission. But it does more than that. It becomes invested 

with a new role. As a symbol for all time, the robe combines the medieval devotion to 

relics with its own ascribed symbolism of a universal and undivided church with the 

recovery of that world in the liturgical reconfirmations of Trent and the sense of mission 

exampled by new congregations such as the Jesuits in the recovery of that unity. 

 

Recent research on the Reformation such as Diarmaid MacCulloch’s, Reformation: 

Europe’s House Divided 1490-1700 outlines a much broader and deeper understanding of 

the religious, political and cultural substance of the Reformation period. Equally, new 

research on ecclesiastical conditions in Spain underlines how badly reform was 

                                                 
169 ‘Whoever reigns, that is the religion.’ My trans. 
170 See Mâle, 1932, p.132 for his eloquent assessment of El Greco’s St. Maurice. 
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needed.171 So many of the points of non- liturgical abuse addressed by the Council of 

Trent can be directly tied to abuses extant and widespread in Spain in the second half of 

the sixteenth century. Philip II, now ’ruling by the pen’ rather than his father’s sword, 

sought, both from religious and political motives, to enforce the ‘canons and decrees’ of 

the Council. This is well known.172 

 

El Greco’s response to these world events, as with much else about his life, is not 

documented. El Greco’s experience of conditions upon his arrival in Spain closely mirror 

conditions as he might have met them from an early age in Crete and latterly in Italy, 

particularly Venice: viz: Imperial and religious decay and foreign threat in Crete in a 

religiously split community; Imperial and Mediterranean capital of commerce in a 

cosmopolitan city with a long-standing antipathy to the claims of the Roman Pope in 

Venice; Imperial domain in a religiously and politically fractious state (patria vs. nación) 

ruled by a newly resident King and jealous cortes as centres of power in a monarchical 

drive for an homogenous statehood. What, then, were the biographical and historical 

ingredients that coalesced in El Espolio? 

 

The following two chapters will take excursions into the life of the artist, (Chapter Three) 

and then I will examine aspects of the political and ecclesiastical history of Spain in the 

second half of the 16th century, (Chapter Four). As we shall see, Spain was a country in 

great flux at all levels of its culture from the monarch down to the cura in the local 

parish. Ideologically, in the court, in the pulpit, in the lecture hall Spain was a bazaar of 

                                                 
171 See Kamen, 1985, pp.432-433. 
172 See Kamen, 2005, p.200 for his assessment of conditions. 
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ideas. It was not, though, an open society and at the zenith of its power structure were the 

King and Bishop representing two powerful forces with a long, contentious history of 

struggle between them. Both wrestled over the control of Spanish hearts and minds fully 

conscious of their mutual dependence. Into this forum came an artist whose own complex 

inheritance rendered him particularly adept in the absorption of ideas, both technical and 

broadly philosophical. His first commissions in Toledo, so explosively novel within the 

strictures laid down by the authorities are a testament to his extraordinary capacities. The 

following chapters will dissect the external and internal anatomies of the artist and his 

time and show that the forces I will describe had leached into the very fiber of his artistic 

being. El Espolio will be our dissecting device. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE ARTIST 

 

I will outline a selective sketch of the artist’s biography with particular emphasis on those 

elements which in my mind are key to the production of El Espolio. El Greco’s biography 

therefore, need not be drawn again in very great detail. Some signposts are needed 

however, and perhaps the most useful for our purposes is the ‘Chronology’ by Bray and 

Oliver published in the 2004 exhibition catalogue entitled El Greco held in New York 

and London.173  [See Appendix 1] The first salient fact is that El Greco was born in 

Candia (now Iraklion), the capital of Crete, in 1541. Crete was part of the western 

Mediterranean Venetian empire. El Greco’s family was middle class. He had siblings. He 

was educated on the island in the humanist tradition and his painterly training was in both 

la maniera greca and la maniera italiana, a second salient fact, which in the early 

historiography of the artist had been the subject of some debate. The work of Marie 

Constantoudaki-Kitromilides and Kanto Fatourou-Hesychakis has put this debate to rest 

and helps explain to some extent the stylistic variety which his early work exhibits.174 El 

Greco evidently had some following as an artist on the island.175 The call to La 

Serenissima was answered in 1567. In Venice he is supposed to have been a member of 

Titian’s (c.1488-1576) studio and an admirer of the work of Jacopo Tintoretto (1518-

1594), Antonio da Correggio (1489-1534), and Jacopo Bassano (1515-1592).176 The third 

salient fact for our purposes is El Greco’s eventual arrival in Rome in late 1570 having 
                                                 
173 I have appended as Appendix 1, an edited version of the Chronology to the artist’s life as produced by 
Xavier Bray and Lois Oliver, their contribution to the exhibition catalogue El Greco held at the National 
Gallery in London from the 11 February to 23 May 2004 as the most up to date published and all 
biographical facts cited below will be drawn from this chronology unless otherwise noted. 
174 See Fatourou-Hesychakis, 2004, pp.17-18; pp.35-36; pp.46-47; and p.57. 
175 Pangiotakis (2009), p.33. 
176 El Greco 2004, p.48. 
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made his way from Venice via, Ravenna, Bologna, Florence, Verona, Genoa, and 

Parma.177 In Rome, he succeeds in gaining the patronage of the powerful Alessandro 

Cardinal Farnese through an introduction from Giulio Clovio (1498-1578). Here, residing 

in the Cardinal’s famous Palazzo, El Greco made several important contacts and imbibed 

the highly cultivated and learned atmosphere of the Farnese court.178 An extraordinary 

miniaturist, Clovio, who, being from Croatia, seems to have taken El Greco under his 

wing, doubtless identifying with the latter’s immigrant status and provincial ambition and 

perhaps the small scale of El Greco’s own work at that point.179 More importantly for the 

future was his introduction to don Luis de Castilla, the natural son of don Diego de 

Castilla, “dean de la Primada” and who would later be responsible for the commission to 

El Greco for the convent of Santo Domingo el Antiguo in Toledo.180  

 

Perhaps because of the plague in Venice, the same plague that killed Titian, a return to La 

Serenissima was discounted and El Greco acted upon an ambition to be part of the army 

of talent that Philip II was assembling for the decoration of the Escorial.181 Also, El 

Greco by this time had ‘blotted his copy book’ with the Farnese making further stay in 

Rome’s competitive artistic milieu no longer viable. Hence, El Greco was to be found in 

                                                 
177 See Puppi, p.102 in El Greco 1999. So argued because this is the only way he could have seen some 
artist’s work that he later comments on. 
178 Historians have treated Italy as some kind of birth for the artist intellectually and technically. While 
some growth in these spheres is to be expected, Constantoudaki-Kitromilides’ thesis, that El Greco had 
been primed in Crete to engage with the humanist climate at Palazzo Farnese substantially qualifies the 
neophyte image contoured by earlier historians. See, Robertson, pp.233-244 for a description of the Court. 
179 El Greco has left us with an affectionate portrait of Clovio, today housed at the Museo Nazionale di 
Capodimonte in Naples, who holds in his hand his masterpiece, the so-called Farnese Hours which is 
opened to folio 59, God the Creator heavily based on Michelangelo’s “Creation of the Sun and Moon on 
the Sistine ceiling...” Voelkle, 2003, p. 44. And, for the letter of introduction, Álvarez-Lopera, (2005), 
Vol.1, p.83. 
180 Maranon, 1963, p.31. 
181 A general assumption despite a total absence of documentation. See Puppi in El Greco 1999, p.113. 
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Madrid at the end of 1576.182 By 2 July, 1577, and now living in Toledo, the artist had 

received a partial payment on behalf of a commissioned work, El Espolio, for the great 

Cathedral of Toledo whose spires were to appear luminously in many of the backgrounds 

of his paintings.183 It would take two years to complete. El Greco’s hoped-for court 

appointment vanished in 1582 with Philip II’s rejection of a painting on the theme of the 

martyrdom of St. Maurice [Fig.11] destined for the chapel named after the saint in the 

Escorial.184 Thenceforth, Toledo was to be El Greco’s home until his death. However, 

despite the blow to his pride and prestige of King Philip’s rejection, the artist continued 

to receive commissions for paintings in Madrid, Illescas and Toledo including, in 1586, 

his most famous work, El Entierro del Conde de Orgaz, the Burial of the Count of Orgaz, 

for the Church of Santo Tomé.[Fig.12] Prestigious commissions came in the years 1584, 

1586, 1591, 1595, 1596, 1597, 1603, 1606 and his last, on the 16th November in 1608 for 

three paintings for the Tavera Hospital in Toledo. Throughout his career El Greco 

produced many other important works of a more private nature, such as the searing 

portrait of his friend, poet, and admirer, Fray Hortensio Felix Paravicino.[Fig.13] 

 

Much has been left out of this biographical ‘portrait’ of El Greco, principally the creation 

of his great works. Not detailed as well, has been fatherhood, widowhood, court cases 

against his creditors and commissioners and almost equally, those against him, his views 

of himself as an artist and others past and present, his companions, his reading material, 

his aspirations for a role in society beyond artisanship. Surviving the quotidian is not a 

                                                 
182 See Appendix 1. 
183 The Cathedral is among the largest in Christendom. Rio de la Hoz, 2001, p.17. 
184 Philip expressed displeasure with the work of Federico Zuccaro as well. An artist he had brought to 
Madrid. See Mulcahy, Burlington Magazine 1987, pp.502-509. 
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measure of greatness. The production of art can be. The closest painting comes to 

biography is in portraiture. Richard Brilliant has written that, “Fundamental to portraits as 

a distinct genre….is the necessity of expressing this intended relationship between the 

portrait image and the human original.”185  Does this include an intellectual portrait (if 

we admit its possibility)? Kant once said, in an awkwardly poetic Germanic construction, 

“Out of timber so crooked as that from which man is made nothing entirely straight can 

be made.”186 Is this not a portrait of sorts or, if not, at least an opening to an approach? It 

does lack the specificity to which Brilliant is alluding. Assuming its timber is ‘crooked’, 

surely it is the manner in which the timber is bent where specificity can be identified and 

‘biographies’ be distinguished. All art is of its time and place. All artists are of their time 

and place. The task we have assigned ourselves is to come to some understanding of the 

nature of that conjunction between the artist and his times as reflected in the resultant 

creative output. We will have a specific, El Espolio, but we will also have a generality 

which is its reflection as in a crystal, a shard of light on the intellectual biography of El 

Greco. The work of art is generated by the mind in time and place. 

 

El Greco, the Cretan 

In Rome, upon his admittance to the Guild of San Luca on the 18th September 1572 El 

Greco signed his name, Domenico Greco.187 Wethey suggests that the Cretan’s name, 

Domenikos Theotokopoulos was “…so long and so strange to Italian ears that he… was 

commonly known as Il Greco, that, is ‘The Greek’.”188  For someone like El Greco 

                                                 
185 Brilliant, 1997, p.7. 
186 Berlin, 1990, Intro., p.[v]. 
187 See Appendix 1. 
188 Wethey, 1962, Vol.1, p.8. 
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anxious to make his way the pragmatism of ‘Greco’ surpassed his pride in 

‘Theotocopoulos’; but given all else we know about his personality he would have signed 

the latter at the Guild of San Luca if the former was not useful. Names are not a small 

matter despite Romeo’s assertion to the contrary, and we make a mistake in 

misunderstanding El Greco to be other than a proud Greek to his dying day. Even when 

‘he’ thought and ‘they’ thought he was not one of ‘them’. 

 

Current scholarship gives Crete a much more important role in the artistic and personal 

development of the artist. The historians, Fatourou-Hesychakis, Pangiotakes and Maria 

Constantoudaki-Kitromilides, have provided convincing evidence that Crete was central 

to the artist’s growth. Wethey had devoted but two paragraphs, El Greco in Crete, to the 

artist’s birthplace and, other than assuming, “that the artist studied painting before he left 

Crete”189 was dismissive of scholarly efforts to claim another birthplace for him (the 

village of Phodele), and his education to have been at St. Catherine’s school in Candia.190 

Still, two decades later, Gudiol in his survey of 1987 also devotes only two paragraphs to 

Candia/Crete.  

 

In El Greco: The Cretan Years, Nickolaos Pangiotakes in summation asserts: 

 “…in contrast to what has often been claimed, when El Greco arrived in Venice in 1567 
he was far from ignorant of the Italian art of his day. As we have seen, he was a talented 
and cultivated – albeit provincial – young artist who was equally adept at painting alla 
latina and alla greca, and who had already established his artistic reputation and financial 
independence in his native Crete.” 191 
 

                                                 
189 Ibid., p.5. 
190 Ibid. If true this fact would have tied El Greco to the monastery of the same name in Sinai which housed 
then and now one of the world’s great collections of Icons. 
191Pangiotakes, 2009, p.99, from the Chapter on Apprenticeship.  
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On the basis of a letter of recommendation for the artist from Giulio Clovio to Alessandro 

Cardinal Farnese wherein El Greco is described as a student of Titian it has been assumed 

that the young Cretan came to Venice for that express purpose, learning and 

improvement.192 On the other hand, Pangiotakes posits that at age twenty-five it is 

unlikely that El Greco was going to Italy in search of an apprenticeship. In Crete he was 

already regarded as a maestro sgourafos, a master painter,193 and the highest paid one at 

that.194 The majority of Cretan artists painted alla greca, that is working, “within the 

Byzantine tradition”, “with stylistic features borrowed from the West”, and thus, “forging 

the unique style known as the Cretan school.” However, others, “like true professionals” 

and in the, “case of El Greco we have specific evidence”, were capable of painting in 

both styles the better to satisfy the needs of the clientele.195 Pangiotakes also argues for a 

departure date to Venice of 1566 instead of 1567 which would make the artist twenty-

five.196  

 

Crete was a colony of Venice since 1211 and the Fourth Crusade.197 Artists from Crete 

had gone to Venice for over two centuries and were responsible for the ‘Cretan 

renaissance’ alluded to above.198 Two overriding factors were changing the nature of the 

relationship which undoubtedly had their effect upon the young artist and had prepared 

and oriented him in a distinct way for his life in Italy and his determination later in Spain.  

                                                 
192Hadjinicolaou, 1990. Vol.1, p.89. 16 Oct. 1570, Item VII 
193 Pangiotakes, 2009, p.22. 
194 Ibid, p.33. 
195 Ibid., p.25. Interesting distinction. 
196 Ibid. 
197 Drandaki, 2007, p.11. 
198 Pangiotakes, 2009, p.10.   
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The first factor was the re-emergent Turkish threat from the eastern Mediterranean and 

the second was the Orthodox-Catholic reality on the island. Pangiotakes describes the 

changing nature of the Cretan-Venice relationship thusly: 

 

“Sixteenth century Venice, although still adhering to a policy of administrative 
centralization, was in fact the metropolis of a federation. To all intents and purposes, 
Crete had become a province rather than a colony of the Venetian state…. With the Turks 
an ever present danger, Venice spent far more on fortifications in Crete than Crete could 
possibly yield as a colony.199  
 

It is therefore, possible to consider El Greco, given his intimacy with the administrative 

hierarchy and Crete’s worldly ecclesiastical hierarchy, as seeing himself less as a colonial 

going to the source of all enlightenment on the Adriatic but as an accomplished artist 

(and, as we shall see, an informed intellect) coming from the lynchpin of Venice’s 

commercial empire. 

 

The turmoil of the Reformation and the response to it by the Papacy had relatively little 

direct effect upon Venice and still less on Candia and were seen, not so much as issues 

surrounding dogma, but rather as reflections of political balances within the Italian 

peninsula itself. For Venice:  

“Religious freedom and a measure of political tact, combined with a prolonged Venetian 
dispute with Rome, united all Cretans, both Orthodox and Catholic, on the side of 
Venice.”200  
 
This perennial issue was settled pragmatically with a “Caesaropapist policy” for “reasons 

of state”201 by the ruling Catholic elite to retain the support of the Orthodox colonials.202  

                                                 
199 Ibid., p.7. 
200 Ibid. 
201 See below for the political theoretical discussion. 
202 Ibid., pp.71-72. 
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In addition: 

“The distance between Crete and the centres of Catholicism greatly hindered the effective 
control of the representatives of the Latin Church in the island. Their comparative 
independence even after the Council of Trent, in a period of general relaxation of moral 
standards, resulted in symptoms of decadence among the Latin clergy and in a serious 
weakening of their authority. The chronic problems of the Catholic Church of Crete, such 
as the absenteeism of bishops and the neglect and dissipation of church property, 
remained unsolved, and contributed further to its decline.”203  
 
Many of these conditions would have their parallel in the Spain of the 1570s. 

 

The question of El Greco’s education hovers in the background of this discussion and it is 

time to bring it forward if we are to understand his departure, Aeneas-like for Italy. The 

authors of the Cretan Sources of Theotocopoulos’ (El Greco’s) Humanism present many 

examples to illustrate their conclusions and it will suffice to review two from their work; 

one to illustrate El Greco’s intellectual aptitude and another to illustrate how he 

interpreted the learning in his work.204 

 

One of the prominent families on Crete were the Calergis, members of the island’s Greek 

aristocracy during El Greco’s time and part of the ruling Venetian elite. Some scholars 

have even suggested that the Calergis were both artistic and intellectual patrons of the 

young artist.205 El Greco is presumed to have had access to their library, one of the great 

accumulations of books in the eastern Mediterranean world.206 Among the many volumes 

on history, philosophy, literature, religion and theology was a copy of Il Consilio di 

trentino di ’66. [sic] This, the authors suggest, helps explain the probable provenances of 

                                                 
203 Ibid., pp.6-7. 
204 Fatourou-Hesychakis and Minos Hesychakis, 2000. 
205 Ibid. See pp.13-25 & pp.29-46 
206 Ibid., pp.30-32 for a quantitative and comparative analysis of the holdings of the Calergis, the Orsini, 
and the Farnese as well as El Greco’s own collection. 
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the early knowledge of Tridentine themes by El Greco as they are reflected in his Syros 

icon. [Figs.14a & 14b] Another well known work, the Modena triptych [Fig.15a & 15b] 

(and one which the authors believe the Calergis commissioned)207 further exhibits a 

familiarity with the edicts of Trent:208  

 
“…..the nearly symmetrical arrangement of Spes and Fides on both sides of 
Caritas,…alludes to the allegorical connection with the Three Theological Virtues. Their 
representation here between the scenes of the Holy Communion and Hell, both painted in 
the background, corresponds exactly to the doctrinal emphasis on the Eucharist, 
presented in the decrees of the Council of Trent.”209  
 
One panel depicts a very classical Adam and Eve. [Fig.15, right panel, verso.] El Greco’s 

interest in the marriage of Christian and largely western themes shows up in another 

work, the Angel Pietá in Athens: [Fig.16] 

“The Angel Pietá icon would further reveal that [El Greco] had already fully adopted 
Western iconography and composition rules while in Crete. For this icon the artist chose 
a western iconographic type from those at the peak of the Passion: the Crucified Christ… 
a rarely varied image…El Greco’s is remarkable for its’ ingenuity… the Angel Pietá has 
been regarded since the Middle Ages as a visual representation of Holy Communion, 
since they were related to the Descent from the Cross, that is the physical presence of the 
sacrificed Christ and hence His sacramental Body.”210  
 
It is unlikely that anyone would recognize the Angel Pietá as other than a hybrid of 

Eastern and Western approaches to the subject yet the combination makes for an image 

rich in its associations and its artistic striving. Fatourou-Hesychakis aptly observes that El 

Greco’s “…favourite source of ideas and motifs for the principal figure of Christ [was] 

Michelangelo” and that his “….great admiration for and even dependence on 

Michelangelo’s works did not start in Italy”, but “…much earlier and therefore 

                                                 
207 Ibid., pp.35-36. 
208 Álvarez-Lopera, 2007, Vol.2, p.26, does not mention the Calergis and on the provenance is only 
prepared to cite Colección Tommaso Obizzi, c.1805. 
209 Fatourou-Hesychakis, 2000, pp.35-36. 
210 Ibid., pp.46-47. 
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deeper…in Candia [Crete]”.211 The work is also indicative of the artist’s continuing 

capacity for innovation when working with standard iconographic formulae. 

 

Fatourou-Hesychakis describes in detail several paintings from El Greco’s Cretan years. 

He has analyzed them with a view to exposing the richness of the allusions they contain 

in his efforts to make out of El Greco more than a jejune colonial and that, in fact, his 

humanist aspirations have their foundation in Crete. For our purposes it means that El 

Greco is not simply an artisan from a colonial icon workshop routinely following the 

practices of the ages. The significance of reflections, as in the candle in the Dormition, 

the centrality of light, the layering of meaning, the referencing of ancient formal types 

such as the mandorla, frequently make their re-appearance in his later work. In his Arte 

de la Pintura Francisco Pacheco, writing after an encounter with the elderly El Greco 

during a visit to Toledo, reported of the artist, “que fue gran filósofo de agudos dichos,” 

which suggests a sustained engagement with ideas throughout his life.212 It is possible, 

therefore, to consider El Greco, as he voyaged from Crete to Venice, a fully attuned artist 

ready to expand his capacities in a wider world.  

 

El Greco in Italy 

 

Exactly when El Greco arrived in Italy has been open to debate for decades. The evidence 

provided by Hesychakis is rational and convincing, placing the arrival sometime between 

                                                 
211 Ibid., p.57. 
212 Pacheco, 1956, Vol.2, p.159. “..who was a great philosopher with sharp observations/views…” My 
trans. 
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the summer and fall of 1567.213 He is demonstrated to have been in Venice and probably 

working in Titian’s studio.214 No one has successfully explained exactly why El Greco 

left Crete, but the numerous suppositions seem to make it a natural object for a young 

aspiring artist to access the intellectual and artistic riches of the Venetian capital. The 

evidence seems to suggest that he had reached a pinnacle of sorts in Crete, that what 

could be done for him there was done, and that imported artistic product whether 

paintings or prints taken from the most successful ateliers stimulated a desire for broader 

horizons.  

 

El Greco’s biography puts him in the early 1570s, in Rome, at the court of the powerful 

Cardinal Farnese, grandson to Pope Paul III. It is perhaps not as well known the numbers 

of Spaniards who frequented the Cardinal’s court and indeed, that they represented 

almost a quarter of Rome’s population by the 1580s.215Given that presence, the troubles 

in the Eastern Mediterranean, the connections El Greco made at the Farnese court, and 

the artist’s evident ambition, should there be much more discussion about his motives in 

going to Spain? It was at this court that El Greco met and befriended Luis de Castilla, the 

illegitimate son of don Diego de Castilla, Dean of the cathedral chapter in Toledo and the 

man who commissioned El Espolio from him, the same Toledo cathedral, where a Te 

Deum was sung in the presence of Philip II to celebrate the victory at Lepanto and where 

the king, “endowed an annual procession to commemorate the victory in perpetuity.”216 

 

                                                 
213 And as opposed to c.1560. See Bray and Oliver, Appendix 1, and Wethey’s argument, 1962, Vol.1, 
p.20. 
214 Bray and Oliver, Appendix 1. 
215 Elliott, 2009, p.239. See also Dandelet, 2001. 
216 Ibid., p.240. 
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Turning to the end of his stay in Italy, El Greco, in the assessment of Marías and 

Bustamante, had learned the following when he left Italy: 

“El diseño, aliado a la iluminación, producía el efecto buscado y, al estar presente el 
dibujo, el contraste luminisco podía dirigirse, atenuandose, a la consecución de una 
proporcionada armonía; y, sin embargo, el Greco prescindía del dibujo. Este hecho, esta 
práctica veneciana, venía a trastocar todas las reglas sobre la luz, fuera esta directa, 
reflejada, refractada, primaria o secondaria. Esta tendencia a suprimir el dibujo y el 
carácter lineal de la pintura, a expensas de sus cualidades pictorías, había sido teorizada 
por Dolce, quien sostenía la conveniencia de la sfumatura y la fusión de los colores y la 
inconvenciencia de los contornos lineales, ofensivos para los ojos por no existir en la 
naturaleza. El color iluminado o sombreado se convertía entonces en el vehículo que 
proporcionada a las figures un efecto de redondez, de relieve.” 217 
 
This is a purely technical analysis, detailing the qualities and characteristics of El Greco’s 

style and artistic strategies that he might have carried in his port-manteau to Spain or, 

with some rephrasing, have had printed on the back of his carte-de-visite. Little in the 

young Cretan’s work in Italy exhibits the technical fluency described above by Marias 

and Bustamante. Indeed, with one or two exceptions there are no masterpieces and the 

body of work is of interest only to antiquarians or those whose concern is the 

transmission of ideas through cultures, worthy ends though they be. Yet, even at this 

level, something is missing. What else did he learn in Italy? 

 
Earlier in their work Marías and Bustamante describe the phenomenon of the ’artist –

reader’.218 They rightly place El Greco in this category, given also the evidence provided 

                                                 
217 Marías and Bustamante, 1981, pp.94-95. In English translation: “The design, together with the lighting, 
produced the sought-after effect and, when there was an outline or sketch, the luminous contrast could lead, 
when toned down, to a proportionate harmony; El Greco, however, did not use a sketch. This fact, this 
Venetian practice, disrupted all the rules concerning light, whether direct, reflected, refracted, primary or 
secondary. This tendency to dispense with a preliminary sketch and therefore the linear character of the 
painting, at the expense of its pictorial qualities, has been theorized by Dolce, who advised the use of 
sfumato and the fusion of colours and disagreed with linear contours, which were offensive to the eye since 
they did not exist in Nature. Bright or shaded colour then became the vehicle which gave an effect of 
roundness, of relief, to the figures.” My trans. 
218 Ibid., p.44; My trans. 
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above by Fatourou-Hesychakis.219 In Italy the artist certainly deepened both his 

humanistic learning and the theoretical understanding of his art. El Greco entered into the 

larger world with his Italian experience. He benefited from the new found social and 

cultural respect for artists, from the growth of art as an intellectual pursuit, from the still 

congealing understanding of the artist as having a place in and of history, and from the 

appetite for art by patrons. 

 
The Artist Arrives in Spain 

 

One man whom El Greco probably encountered upon first arriving in Toledo was García 

de Loaysa Girón (1534-1599) for he was the obrero of the cathedral responsible for 

artistic patronage.220 He it was who pursued El Greco in the legal suit concerning 

payment and delivery of El Espolio.221 I will have more to say about this powerful 

personality below. 

But, I have stepped ahead of my story at this point and now must examine the public 

spheres of church and state in a parallel investigation to the biographical one I have just 

constructed.  

A commission is assigned and an artist has been primed.222 

 

                                                 
219 See the Bibliografía Específica in Álvarez-Lopera (2005), Vol.1, pp.690-691 for the publications of San 
Román in 1910 and 1940 on El Greco’s books. The implications of the contents of El Greco’s library are 
best explored by Marías and Bustamente in Las Ideas Artísticas de El Greco. See particularly pp.46-56. 
And, pp.221-223 for the library listings from the family wills of 1614 and 1621. 
215 Kagan, El Greco 1982, pp.48-49. 
221 See Appendix 1, 1579. 
222 History has not provided us with a commissioning document. Current scholarship implies one in its 
discussions on El Espolio. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: State and Church in El Greco’s Spain 

 

Spain’s response to the decrees of the Council of Trent, as differentiated from the rest of 

Catholic Europe, was pragmatic. Despite the occasional antagonism between church and 

crown in Spain over the centuries, these two great forces in Spanish society were 

frequently of one mind in their assessment of their common problems and goals. At Trent 

where the Spanish participation was very influential, especially in the last session, their 

antagonist was the Papacy.223 Philip II’s administrative seizure and implementation of 

Trent’s recommendations well in advance of formal papal approval and with the support 

of his Spanish bishops is the outstanding example of their mariage de convenance.224  

 

King and Bishop, state and church had, in mid-16th century, come to this understanding 

from two ends of a protracted argument sustained over centuries: who would rule and 

over what and in which sphere. Obviously, this was not a uniquely Spanish phenomenon. 

The arguments took place universally in Catholic Europe with results that include Henry 

IV’s (1050-1106) abasement at Canossa in 1077; the sack of Rome by the army of 

Philip’s father, Charles V in 1527; not to mention Luther’s propositions at Wittenberg 

issued on All Hallow’s Eve, 1517 and his subsequent ‘capture’ by the princes of 

Germany after the Diet of Worms in 1521. 

 

But Spain’s experience was in many ways distinctive, a reflection of its past as a subject 

state of Imperial Rome, furthered by submissiveness to the Visigoths, and its 

                                                 
223 MacCulloch, 2004, p.278 and. p.320. 
224 Ibid., p.320. 
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incorporation into the Muslim empire. The Iberian reconquest, la Reconquista, under 

Alfonso VII (1105-1157) initiated a process which resulted in the eventual  ‘union’ in the 

fifteenth century of the kingdoms of Castile and Aragón under Isabella and Ferdinand 225 

who were determined to be admitted to the family of ‘nations’ then establishing 

themselves in the rest of Europe. Spain’s discovery of the New World in 1492 advanced 

her presence in Europe dramatically and it was their grandson, Charles V, father of Philip 

II who, through strategic marital alliances, was able to capitalize on it. 

 

State 

In order to plumb the depths of meaning in El Espolio a review of some points of the 

political and ecclesiastical history of Spain is required.226 These are presented with the 

caution, [which is also my point] that, sometimes the histories are inextricably entwined. 

Henry Kamen’s Spain 1469-1714 comes with the sub-title A Society of Conflict [my 

emphasis] and it suggests the essence of Spanish history even before the period Kamen’s 

text addresses which is primarily concerned with the formulation of early modern Spain. 

For our story a good starting point is the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragón and Isabella of 

Castile in 1469 who, after fighting the guerra de sucesión castellana (1475-1479) united 

the two ‘crowns’ of these kingdoms but not the kingdoms themselves.227 These two 

monarchs had ambitions for the Iberian peninsula which included a reunification 

resembling something of the political entity that existed prior to the Muslim conquest in 

711. Initially the sizeable Jewish presence in the kingdoms attracted little royal attention. 

                                                 
225 Isabella (1451-1504); Ferdinand (1452-1516). 
226 I am indebted to Kamen, 2005 and Kagen and Parker, 1995 for the principal points of the following 
narrative. 
227 Crowns, not kingdoms. See Kamen, 2005, p.11. 
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However, a growing sense of the ‘dangers’ of impure blood, la limpieza de sangre, 

helped change the royal minds. The ‘sense’ was insinuated at every opportunity by 

Church officials, and was abetted by the monarchs’ own success in removing the last of 

the Muslims at Granada. A mass expulsion of the Jews was imposed in 1492.228 Los 

reyes católicos, the Catholic Kings, as Isabella and Ferdinand were dubbed by Pope 

Alexander VI, 229 were equally intent on gaining control of the Church.230 The monarchs’ 

desire for ecclesiastical control, a foreshadowing of Philip II’s intense efforts, must be 

understood both in terms of their ambition for the peninsula, but also against the fortunes 

of the Renaissance papacy, subject as it was, to the turbulent politics of Italy and 

Northern Europe. The Church in fifteenth century Spain had more resources than the 

monarchs. Ferdinand and Isabella had recent experience of this fact when in 1476, the 

Archbishop of Toledo, Alfonso Carillo (1410-1482),231 joined his forces of over one 

thousand men against them in the war of succession.232  

 

Equally, these same forces could be brought to support the aims of the monarchy as was 

the case with another Archbishop of Toledo, Francisco Cisneros (1436-1517)233 who, at 

the age of seventy-three in 1509, led an attack on the stronghold of Oran in North Africa, 

helping to push the Muslims further away from their former western European empire. 

Senior churchmen came from the senior echelons of society. With Cisneros the monarchs 

had their “most outstanding collaborator” 234 a scholar, jurist, confessor to Queen 

                                                 
228 Kamen, 2005, p.4. 30 March 1492. 
229 Rawlings, 2002, p.12. 
230 Ibid, p.47; but not reform at this point, see Kamen, 2005, pp.47-49. 
231 Archbishop in 1446. 
232 Ibid. 
233 Archbishop from 1495. Kamen, 2005, p.50. 
234 Ibid. 
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Isabella, a one-time regent of the kingdom, founder of the University of Alcalá, first 

modern translator of the bible from Greek into Latin, preceding Erasmus by two years.235 

Despite being Inquisitor-General (from 1507), “He welcomed foreign religious ideas, 

particularly those of a reforming and mystical character such as those of Erasmus and 

Savonarola.”236 It could be said, surprisingly perhaps to some, that there existed in Spain, 

“…more inclination to liberty there than in Germany or any other nation, a desire not to 

be subjected and to live free…”.237 From the Monarchy’s point of view, here were two 

leading prelates one an ally, one an enemy, indicative of the need for greater control by 

the secular arm over the operations of the Church. 

 

In retrospect, the Spanish would look on these times as a ‘golden period’.238 

For many Spaniards, especially nineteenth century historians,239 it was with ‘los reyes 

católicos’ that the idea of Spain as a cultural entity began, hallowed by the romance of 

convivencia240 , the co-existence. Yet the country was still poor, as the bubble of wealth 

from the Indies had yet to inflate the economy. Importantly, the bulk of the revenue for 

Spain’s imperial policy came from taxation in Castile, whose capital was Toledo, giving 

that ‘crown’, “an automatic control of all government policy for the whole of Spain.”241 

Castilians resented this imposition on their resources for decades and for many reasons 

and in 1520 this pent-up frustration broke loose into what became the revolt of the 
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 68 

Comunidades (los Comuneros) against their new king, the Hapsburg, Charles V (1500-

1558). 

 

Charles V was born in Ghent, became joint ruler with his mother of Aragón and Castile 

in 1516 and three years later he was elected Holy Roman Emperor at which point he was 

in constant travel throughout his empire but for Spain , “a perpetual absentee 

monarch”.242 Charles is said to have been brought up a “renaissance prince” and “in the 

light of the ‘devotio moderna’ ”.243 The absence of the King and his neglect of Castilian 

interests was the prime spark for the major uprising of the Comunidades in which 

incessant royal commands for funds through taxation and concerns, such as imperial 

expansion, were not being addressed in the traditional forum of the Cortes. This revolt, 

which haunted both the reigns of Charles and his son Philip II, was largely based in 

Toledo where the combined absence of attention and Hapsburgian lack of respect for the 

administrative and social norms of the ancient city, were a profound blow to civic pride. 

 

The impact of Charles’ accession to the thrones of Aragon and Castile was to throw 

Spain into the ambit of the geo-political interests of the Holy Roman Empire and the 

King’s ambition for the latter. Spain’s cultural links with Italy and the Netherlands thus 

took on a “political dimension”.244 Despite the implied rejection by the Communidades of 

Northern European influences, where revolutionary religious forces were being 

strengthened, new cultural forces from the North in the arts, literature, courtly decorum, 
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in the universities and royal administration were making themselves felt.245 Charles’ 

accession also amplified the sense of chivalric élan exhibited in many Spanish histories 

and novels. Kamen states that, “For Spain the early sixteenth century was the 

quintessential age of chivalry…” to which Charles, at his court, added the Burgundian 

style.246 The chivalric ideal which served Charles V so well, was maintained in Philip II’s 

reign. We will explore this further below when we examine Kingship with reference to 

the ‘Knight’ in El Greco’s painting. 

 

Charles V abdicated in 1556247 and was succeeded by his son Philip as King of Spain. 

Charles charged his son, “to serve God, uphold the Inquisition, suppress heresy, dispense 

justice and hold the balance between his advisers…to pay particular attention to 

finance...never recede from an inch of territory...and maintain the integrity of his 

inheritance given by God.”248 Read as an agenda for governance these instructions say 

much about Charles but for Philip, it had the effect of setting the new king on a path of 

maintenance rather than growth. He was to rule by the pen rather than the sword and 

indulged in what today we would call micro-management of the affairs of state. Philip’s 

major piece of expansionism was his pursuit of the crown of Portugal which he obtained 

in 1582 and it seemed, that as far as the Iberian peninsula was concerned, the circle that 

Ferdinand and Isabella had begun to draw was now closed. Philip, henceforth called 

himself ’King of Spain’: the long-sought unity of Roman ‘Hispania’ had been 
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achieved.249 The implications of this largely negotiated accession to the throne of 

Portugal found expression in the anxiety exhibited by the other cortes throughout the 

peninsula for a regularization or a validation of their relationship to this new notion of an 

‘imperial crown’. It is true that Charles V wore an imperial crown but that was of the 

Holy Roman Empire and its concerns were northerly and easterly and the peripatetic 

nature of his monarchy had largely left the kingdoms of Spain to their own devices, even 

if at the same time they resented its absence. The cortes wanted attention, not 

interference. In contrast, the attention of a permanently resident Philip II was now fully 

upon the emerging entity which was to become Spain and this attention was viewed as 

interference. But this emerging Spain, even if of imprecise definition, ruled a vast new 

world to the west that distorted in a wholly new way, older, familiar, and parochial 

notions of statecraft and economics. Added to this confused and confusing political mix 

was the rupturing of the centuries old norms that constituted the universal church. The 

differing agendas developed to deal with this rupture revealed differences between 

monarch and pope which were frequently mirrored at the local level between lord and 

bishop. 

 

Under the firm control of the king, a burgeoning royal bureaucracy was based in the new 

capital of Madrid and, significantly, at a remove from the old and provincial structures of 

the cortes. These new and educated bureaucrats might also be canons of cathedrals, but 

who, at any rate were likely to be beneficiaries and graduates of the growth in 

universities, and who, often served both masters, frequently leaving the tradition-bound 

councilors of the cortes to arrive at solutions to emerging issues as best they could. 
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Conflicting policies inevitably ensued. Spain’s enormous empire exposed her 

administrative structures to powerful dynamics, yet her painful growth to nationhood had 

its continental parallels. One has only to think of the careers of Cardinal Wolsey in 

England and Cardinal Mazarin in France to understand the awkward meshing of the old 

feudal order with the still nascent structures of the nation state. Equally obvious, there 

were tensions between the ambitions of state and church. 

 

Intellectual Ferment, both Religious and Secular 

As pan-European an experience as was this meshing, it engendered new theories about 

the idea of statehood. Backgrounding the tensions between the old and new order was the 

publication and dissemination of growing and competing bodies of ideas concerned with 

theories of statehood and sovereignty. These theories, prescriptive in tone and composed 

of an odd mix of neo-scholasticism and empiricism, often offered complex and 

‘complete’ recipes for the good prince. Spanish deliberation in this area of ideas was in 

the forefront throughout the later years of the fifteenth century and the early years of the 

sixteenth. Much of the discussion centred upon the dichotomy of the locus of sovereign 

power, whether resident in the people or in the king. Many theorists assumed a contract 

from the former to the latter assigning what was tantamount to absolute power. Other 

theorists argued that power came from God and that kingly infringements on individual 

liberties must be endured for the sake of the state and that God would punish the evil 

ruler. Those who resisted the king resisted God and that “only God can punish kings.”250 

This dictum seems implicit in El Espolio where the very solid and present knight stands 

with the Saviour, his ultimate judge and will be discussed later on in greater detail. 
                                                 
250 Ibid., p.157. 
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Similarly, as the Trinity was one God in three differing aspects, the cortes of Toledo had, 

in 1559, asserted that the authority of the crown was ‘by its nature indivisible’,251 and 

that, “sovereignty resided only in the crown or as a fourteenth-century formula had put it, 

‘in uno regno, unus rex’, (one kingdom, one king).252 The king, it was agreed, was also 

the source of the law although that, in declaring law, it was hoped that this would be on 

the advice of the cortes. 253 

 

At the same time two distinct notions of ‘patria’ emerged as the 15th and 16th centuries 

played out. These were ‘patria natural’ and ‘patria nacional’.254  Without too much 

refinement the former may be understood in the same terms as the French use ‘terroir’ 

and the latter tending toward the modern sense of ‘nation’. Politically these usages 

expressed themselves in the problem of the relationship of the centre (Madrid) and the 

periphery (Castile, Aragon, Catalonia). The implications of this were expressed by I.A.A. 

Thompson: 

“…there was also a distinct Castilian perception of empire and that the attempts of 
ministers to restructure the monarchy and the acute heightening of Catalan national 
sensitivity that followed were themselves in part responses to a revived Castilian 
nationalism [Thompson’s emphasis.] which was both a reaction to the way the monarchy 
had failed to develop as a political community in the past and a determining element in 
the future. …As a result the complexities of Castilian consciousness and thus the 
Castilian response to the monarchy has been simplified and misunderstood: so too, 
inevitably has the dynamic of state formation in post-reconquest Spain.”255  

 
As entities, both ‘Spain’ and ‘Castile” were identified during the Middle Ages in popular 

folklore as were parallel considerations of Castilian Hispanism and Castilian separatism. 
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For Bartolomé de las Casas, (1474-1566) man belongs by birth to his city, or ‘patria’, as a 

member of the species; but to the kingdom or government only generically.256 So, as 

Thompson suggests, “…despite the fusion of reino and terra, kingdom and land, terra 

and patria, land and country, and both terra and patria with Castile, by the fifteenth 

century, the extension of patria to the entirety of Spain did not supersede either 

provincial, local or civic patriotism.” 257 

 

The impact of these admittedly fluid notions upon the practicalities of daily governance is 

best viewed when the needs of Castile are measured against the needs of Empire.258 

Castilian wealth was funneled to support monarchical ambitions in Italy, Germany and 

Flanders which was justified against “the preservation of the faith, the common good of 

Christendom and the reputation of the prince”.259 However, Philip’s appeals for 

assistance were most successful when issues of the defense of the kingdom were the 

prime thrusts of the argument.260 Against these appeals was the persistent strength of the 

strain of separatism and an inability to commit to the idea of the new monarchy, let alone 

a holistic Spain itself.261 Change, limited and short-lived, was observed in this attitude by 

some after mid-century: “Now the Castilians do not speak of Castile when they mean 

Spain; they speak of Spain when they mean Castile.” 262 To answer the question, ‘why 

this change in attitude?’, at least two factors are mentioned by historians: the Castilian 

nobility was more receptive to the “dynastic and religious ambitions of the Hapsburgs”; 
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and the growth of the ‘letrados’ in the bureaucracy, trained both at home (Salamanca) 

and abroad (Padua).263 However, (and this underlines the quixotic and febrile nature of 

these attitudes), within a few decades the reverses of Spain’s economic and military 

fortunes dissipated the idea of Spain, of ‘patria nacional’ and there was a resurgent sense 

of, “an empire parasitic on Castile”.264 To proceed further would take us into the early 

seventeenth century beyond the scope of this investigation. But, to underline, the 

principal purpose of this brief and very summary history is to provide a background in 

which ideas and events of monarchy, patria, and nación were very fluid, with currents 

flowing at different rates and depths. 

 

The essence of the foregoing becomes distilled in the placement, attitude and stance of 

the centurion in El Espolio; he stands for arbiter, for advocate, for the processes of the 

state 

 

Church 

Against this background and for my project, we must turn our attention to the Spanish 

Church, keeping in mind that during the time of Philip II he was, in Spain, regarded as 

both ‘King and Pope’.265  Similarily, Philip II’s habits, monk-like in so many aspects in 

his retreat to his Monastery of San Lorenzo, suggest a martyr complex that ties directly 

into the age’s spirit of conversion, and the submission of self reflected in El Espolio. 

Diego Cardinal de Espinosa (1513-1572) hyperbolically, and perhaps obsequiously, 

compared Spain’s victory at the Battle of Lepanto in 1571 with the drowning of 
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Pharaoh’s army in the Red Sea.266 In that same year, Philip’s third wife, Ann of Austria, 

was delivered of a boy and thusly a long sought heir to the throne. The Cardinal saw 

these events as, “indubitable signs of God’s special providence towards Spain ‘which 

leaves little more to desire but much to expect from His divine mercy.’”267 Cardinal de 

Espinosa came from a noble but poor family and rose to be President of the Council of 

Castile and Inquisitor General.268 Instances of such intimate interconnectedness of church 

and state in Philip’s Spain could be cited over and over again and in terms of personnel as 

well as policy. The ‘church’ element was not a novelty in Spanish secular administration 

under Philip but, rather, continued a long-standing practice. What was new was the 

increasing bureaucratic professionalism of the letrados.. The point to be made here is the 

intimacy, the contiguity between church and state that was crown and mitre in Spain. In 

El Espolio the intimacy is literally brushed into the reflections in the centurion’s armour. 

 

Like the Tudors in England and, later, the Bourbons in France, the absolutist idea of 

combining ‘kingship’ and nation building in Spain was strategically tied to the 

establishment of a common confession within the geo-political framework.269 And, like 

the Tudors and Bourbons, it was an alliance with church leadership because of its 

competence upon which Philip often depended to implement his domestic project. 

However, in Spain, it was the degree of intimacy between crown and mitre and the 

intense, almost missionary-like stance of the crown that gave the Catholic reform in 
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Spain its peculiar characteristics. Instead of the church spurring the project on it was the 

crown that was the prime mover, and particularly so following the close of the Council of 

Trent. Philip’s swift inaugurations of the decrees in Spain, however, further destabilised 

an ecclesiastical organisation already fraught with its own internal imbalances. 

 

As far back as the Conquest the Church in Spain had felt the impact of the crown in its 

affairs. It was Alfonso VI (c.1040-1109) who brought Bernard de Sedirac (c.1050-1125), 

a Cluniac Benedictine to be the first post-Conquest archbishop of Toledo in 1086,270 with 

instructions to begin what turned out to be the Romanization of the Iberian church.271 As 

the primate of Iberia, he instituted the Roman ritual, an attempt, as it turned out, to 

replace the missal of St. Isidore which was the Mozarabic rite. Centuries later it could be 

said that, “By the end of the fifteenth century the Spanish church had become firmly 

associated with the authoritarian power of the monarchy…”272 Ferdinand and Isabella 

who, besides ridding Spain of the Muslims and the Jews, had also instituted the 

Inquisition as their instrument in the ‘purification’ of Spain.273 While Jews were given 

the opportunity to convert, they were labeled with the term ‘converso’ and, as such, 

continued under suspicion. No distinction by the authorities was made between ‘cultural 

practices’, eating unleavened bread for example, and adherence to Catholic religious 

requirements. In Toledo, for another example, Jews had long been barred from holding 

municipal office by a law enacted in 1449 known as the Sentencia Estatuto thereby 
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giving place to the non-converso applicant.274 While there was opposition to this law and 

indeed from high church and social circles, the situation was that, as Rawlings says, 

“…the forces of tolerance were never that far removed from those of intolerance.”275 The 

numbers of victims reached their peak in the last two decades of the fifteenth century. In 

that same period, in Toledo, some 250 conversos were sentenced to death.276 Such 

numbers while not large in the grander scheme, would be sufficient to create a controlling 

atmosphere of fear. Over many decades repeated complaints about the abuses of the 

Inquisition were topics on the agendas of the cortes, but with little or no redress. The 

Inquisition was, “fast becoming an essential institution protected by both the crown and 

the papacy and …the old Christian community whose values it reinforced.” 277 It would 

take more than one or two rivets in the centurion’s armour to account for the fear 

engendered, especially in Toledan society, by the Inquisition. He is armed for assault on 

heresy as well. 

 

Spain had stepped into the sixteenth century with a mission to purify the Iberian church 

armed with a mechanism to deal with new heresies about to descend from the North. 

Upon his election in 1519 to Holy Roman Emperor, many of these Northern lands came 

under the suzerainty of Charles V, Spain’s new king since 1516. While this complicated 

matters it did not deter the monarchy from its Isabelline mandate to preserve the integrity 

of the Roman Catholic Church. As the century turned, suspect elements such as the 

Alumbrados, the Illuminists, had appeared, advocating, “the virtues of private, meditative 
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prayer over formal ceremony as a means of attaining perfect union with God.”278 The 

major threats to the homogeneity of the Church in Spain came principally from two 

remarkable and reforming individuals, Erasmus of Rotterdam (c.1466-1536) and Martin 

Luther (1483-1546). Erasmus had followers throughout Europe and, Erasmianism, as a 

movement, touched on society as a whole including religious abuses. In his writings 

Erasmus drew upon sources that came to be known as the basis for a Christian humanism, 

arguing for an alliance between piety and learning, a “wider interpretation of biblical 

scholarship”, and reconciliation between Christian reformists and traditionalists.279 

Erasmianism had appealed to Charles V as it did to many of his courtiers, many of whom 

were more attuned than their Spanish cousins to reform developments in the Lowlands 

and Germany. Even courtier ecclesiastics such as the Inquisitor General Alonso Manrique 

de Lara (1523-38) and Alonso de Fonseca, Archbishop of Toledo (1523-1534) were 

known to be admirers of the sage of Rotterdam. Erasmus’ influence can be seen in the 

philological studies conducted at the Complutensian University of Alcalá, which, as we 

have seen, was founded by Jiménez de Cisneros in 1498 (while he was serving as 

Archbishop of Toledo). These studies produced the Complutensian Bible, the first 

polyglot Bible in Western Europe.280  

 

At Alcalá, from about 1525, and despite rumblings that they contained heretical 

propositions, the writings of Erasmus emerged from the publishing houses, including in 

1526, the first and enormously popular Spanish edition of the Enchiridion Militis 
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Christiani, the Handbook of a Christian Soldier.281 One year later at Valladolid,282 

however, demonstrating once again the fluidity of the times, an anti-Erasmus faction 

broke forth, and, gaining strength in the absence of Charles, through the Holy Office, 

finally arrested in 1533 a scapegoat and example, the well-placed Juan de Vergara (1492-

1557). He was charged with a “triple heresy”, Lutheranism, Illuminism and 

‘Erasmianism’.283 Vergara had met Erasmus in 1520 and corresponded with him over the 

years.284 Through various distinctions beginning in 1518, Vergara, eventually had risen to 

be Canon of the Cathedral of Toledo, among whose wide scope of duties included being 

confessor to the archbishop. His principal protectors had left with Charles for the North 

and at an auto da fe held in Toledo, 1534, Vergara was forced to ‘recant’.285 Emboldened 

by its successful felling of such a high profile candidate, the Holy Office began to process 

against others who had been leaders in Spain’s religious revival at the beginning of the 

century among them, Juan de Ávila, Ignatius Loyola, and Theresa of Ávila.286 

 

In contrast to Erasmus, the evidence of Luther’s impact demonstrates that his influence 

was largely filtered through the back door and occurred late in the mid-1550s.287 Indirect 

though it was, Luther’s influence must be seen as a persistent desire in some quarters for 

reform. The filtration took two forms: one, his name was used (in many ways treated as 

an omnium gatherum) in suits by the Inquisition where suspects were accused of 
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 80 

Lutheranism when what was really under suspicion was some form of heresy unrelated to 

the German monk’s teachings.288 Two, and ironically, Luther’s influence was imported 

by those in Charles V’s very own suite who, as mentioned above, in their travels North, 

had come in contact with the reformers and brought their views back with them to 

Spain.289 Thirty years before, in 1520, Pope Leo X (1475-1521) had, in his bull Exsurge 

Domini, Arise, O Lord, condemned Luther as ‘a wild boar in the vineyard’ and, having 

listed his forty-one heresies in the papal document, said listing became the stick with 

which the Inquisition beat the backs of suspects.290 Alarums of Lutheranism as, in the 

case of Vergara, reached a critical pitch in the late 1550s when cells of Protestantism 

were discovered in Seville and Valladolid and Spaniards ,“now found themselves frozen 

into caution.”291 Seville was the see of the opportunistic and now embarrassed, Inquisitor 

General Fernando de Valdés (1547-1565) who, being at the time mired in other political 

difficulties as well, used the presence of these cells to redeem himself with a ’holier than 

thou’ campaign against the heretics.292  Having protected his rear guard,293 and using 

offence as the best defense, Valdés, with Pope Paul IV’s approval, set about to turn his 

inquisitorial efforts upon the Spanish hierarchy.294 Valdés’ success in his efforts can be 

measured against the Kings’ reaction to them. Philip II’s first, and highly symbolic, 

official act upon his return to Spain was, “to preside over the auto da fe, held on October 

8 [1559] in the Plaza Mayor of Valladolid, at which 12 [sic] suspected Lutherans were 
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 - 81 - 81 

condemned to death at the stake…”.295 In quick succession and applicable “specifically” 

to Castile, Philip enacted laws of censorship and restrictions on travel for students to 

foreign universities.296  

 

Motivated by a mixture of jealousy and overzealousness, Valdes’ boldest assault was 

against the Archbishop of Toledo and Primate of Spain, Bartolomé Carranza (1503-

1576). In other circumstances the learned and talented Carranza would have been worthy 

of high honours, his service to crown and church being of great distinction. An indication 

of the affectionate regard he engendered in his masters was his presence with Charles V 

as he lay dying at his retirement monastery in Yuste. Carranza’s modesty required that he 

had to be repeatedly persuaded by Philip II to take on the see of Toledo. And yet, the 

determination of the Inquisition backed by an equally insistent crown to rid the peninsula 

of all taint of heresy resulted in Carranza’s imprisonment for seventeen years while, to 

great scandal, debate in Spain and Rome combed his writings and actions for heresy. The 

archbishop had spent but a year, 1558, on site in Toledo.297 In the interim, to recall, it was 

El Greco’s patron, Don Diego de Castilla who managed the affairs of the archbishopric. 

 

At the same time and at the top of the Church-State agenda, the decrees of the Council of 

Trent were being implemented throughout Spain. The processes, as well as the decrees, 

of the Council and the resultant manner of their implementation were very significant for 
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Spain. Spanish imperial political weight as well as Spanish learning and ecclesiastical 

authority were heavily invested in the Council’s success.298 Seen from a purely Spanish 

perspective, Philip II’s swift implementation of the decrees speaks to the history of a 

century of reformist ideas and initiatives in the Peninsula and their anticipatory 

conformity with the outcomes of the Council. Thus, in a way, Spain, in its history of 

Church-State relations since la Reconquista, was predisposed to accept the conclusions 

arrived at Trent. Philip had accepted the decrees of the Council subject to the proviso, 

“without prejudice to the rights of the crown”.299 In distancing the Spanish Church from 

the administration of Rome, Philip had given the appearance to contemporaries that 

“there was no pope in Spain”. 300 This determination he saw as his duty as a ‘Christian 

prince’ and as an inheritance from his father who believed “the terms ‘heretic’ and ‘rebel’ 

were interchangeable…”.301  

 

The challenges to the Church at Trent had come from the internal abuses it had tolerated 

for centuries as well as from the growing number of coherent assaults on key tenets of the 

Catholic faith by the Protestants who, by now, comprised several confessions aside from 

that of Luther.302 Robert Bireley in The Refashioning of Catholicism, has assessed “the 

most important decree”, that concerning ‘justification’, a “theological masterpiece”:303 “It 

steered a mid-course between…an excessive emphasis on human effort on the one hand 
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and a determinist form of predestination on the other, insisting on the absolute initiative 

of God as well as on the part of man’s free will.”304 Criticism and schism had focused the 

Catholic mind to clarify and justify its belief structure. The Roman Breviary and 

Catechism, as we have seen above, contained the articles of faith, refreshed by the 

context of the times, re-establishing the homogeneity fondly remembered of the medieval 

church, an objective of many of the Catholic reformers.305 Within the Church “new and 

revived devotional practices” included the adoration of Christ present in the Eucharist, a 

greater veneration of the Virgin Mary, prayers for souls in purgatory and the revival of 

Corpus Christi celebrations.306 Adjustments were required on the part of both the priest 

and the congregation and not always to the benefit of the souls involved. The emerging 

religious energy was channeled by the Church into revived charitable confraternities 

where possible.307 New ceremonial publications were issued by Clement VIII, such as the 

Roman pontifical [c. 1596] and the Caeremoniale Episcoporum [c.1600], the ceremonial 

of bishops.308 Church art and architecture were also affected as we know. James White 

has described part of this phenomenon discussing church architecture as a, “move to the 

theatrical model” where the church building is “God’s audience chamber” and, “the altar 

becomes Christ’s throne”, the altar being, “transformed from only a place for saying mass 

to being in addition a repository for the tabernacle and …a throne for the exposition of 

                                                 
304 Ibid., p.49 and Schroeder, 1941, pp.29-46 [English] and pp.308-324 [Latin]. 
305 But not the translation of the Bible into the vernacular. See the elegantly described debate between the 
Spaniard Cardinal Pacheco (1488-1560) and the Cardinal Prince-Bishop of Trent, Cristoforo Madruzzo, 
(1532-1600) an Italian, in McNally, Trent and the Vernacular Bibles, Theological Studies 1966, pp.204-
227. 
306 Bireley, 1999, p.107. These celebrations had been traditionally in the hands of the community. Now 
they were to be administered by the parish church exclusively, assuring their holy purpose, a change which 
was to have its own negative impacts. See also Henry Kamen, 1985, pp.93-94. 
307 See Maureen Flynn, 1989; Kamen, 2008, pp.80-81; and, David Davies, El Greco 1999, pp.212-231. The 
Corpus Christi celebrations, especially in Spain, were an occasion for Church theatre with an emphasis 
upon the visual. See also White, 1995, p.14. 
308 Bireley, 1999, p.12. 
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the blessed sacrament”.309 In Toledo, there exists today the enormous processional 

monstrance [Fig.20] created for this purpose, the exposition of the host, between 1517-

1524 and gilded in 1594.310  

 

There is no necessity for this project to review the history of the Council of Trent but, 

rather, to extract from it the following points. Trent was a major event in the history of 

the Church and it had a wide impact. To re-iterate, it is important for us to note the need 

for reform in Spain and the alacrity with which crown and mitre saw Trent as an 

opportunity and an occasion to institute the new reforms throughout the peninsula. The 

opportunity built upon what remained of largely unsuccessfully pursued reform initiatives 

that preceded Trent in Spain by almost a century. King Philip himself would have seen it 

as a mission, as carrying on his father’s work. For the Church, the conciliar decrees were, 

in part, the other side of the coin that was the Inquisition. In declaring heresy one had to 

know and make known orthodoxy. Beyond orthodoxy was the critical implementation of 

the decrees and on this craggy rock many earlier programmes of reform had foundered.311 

Complicating much of the reform work was the fact that over the years, as we have seen, 

church and state administrators had frequently become one and the same fraying the 

boundaries of loyalties. In her study, The Secularisation of Castilian Episcopal Office 

under the Hapsburgs, Helen Rawlings makes abundantly clear how the threads of money, 

family relationships, personal sanctity, administrative competence, noble and non-noble 

                                                 
309 White, 1995, p.27. 
310 Rio de la Hoz, 2001, pp.90-91.The ostensory belonged to Queen Isabella. Later it was bought by Cardinal Cisneros 
who commissioned the German silversmith Enrique de Arfe [c.1475-1545] to create the monstrance we see today. Ibid., 
and see Fig.20. 
311 Rawlings, 1987, pp.53-57, for more background. 
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status, were woven by the King into a single piece of cloth but one with many snags.312 

From the close of Trent, Philip directed that all the sees of Spain establish councils to 

implement the Council’s decrees and to co-ordinate the administrative measures required 

to do so.313 He directed that these councils meet regularly and report back to him. 

Resistance to the conciliar reforms was met everywhere; issues of autonomy, finance, 

reporting authorities, interventions from Rome and Madrid and clerical intransigence, 

either from ignorance or habit, were the principal factors obstructing progress.314 In 

Toledo for example, the recommendations of the Provincial Council of 1556-1566 met 

with such little success in implementation that they had to be restated at the next Council 

in 1582. “This was the last provincial council to be held in Toledo for over 350 years”, 

relates Rawlings.315 

 

Toledo 

Toledo’s part in these events was central and was being played out even as El Greco 

arrived from Italy. Gregorio Marañón, the biographer of El Greco and historian of Toledo 

said of his city in the time of the artist that, “La vanidad de los nativos de la urbe imperial 

era increíble.”316 Whether it was vanity or pride, Toledans felt they had much to be 

pleased about. The city was at a crossroads in 1570. El Greco fully expected to complete 

a few commissions and return northwards to Madrid to be nearer the court, the better to 

seek appointment as painter to the King.317 Little did he know that he was to end his days 

                                                 
312 Ibid., pp.53-79, which includes several interesting tables. 
313 Ibid., p.65. 
314 Ibid., pp.65-66. 
315 Ibid. 
316 Marañón, 1963, p.92. ‘The vanity of the natives of the imperial city was incredible.’ My trans. 
317 This is the general assumption by historians backed by no documentation whatsoever. 
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in the dusty, dark streets of the medieval fortress city which rose like an ancient 

geological stump above the river Tagus.318 Eventually proud city and proud artist came to 

an accommodation. But he could not even imagine the kind of symbiosis wherein, at least 

in the mind of the general public, city and artist are now synonymous. 319 

 

Marañón was the first historian to tie the artist and city together in any depth. It is a very 

personal account. Its tone is manifested in his conclusion: 

“Aquí termina esta historia, en la que he procurado contar cómo el genio de 
Theotocópuli, que se hubiera frustrado en cualquier parte de Europa…encontró en Toledo 
el clima histórico y humano y místico que le convirtió en uno de los más grandes pintores 
que han existido jamás.”320  
 
Since its publication in 1956, Marañón’s admiring tribute to El Greco has been the 

platform from which many scholars have looked into the relationship between the artist 

and his adoptive city. Succeeding exhibition catalogues in the 1980s, 1990s and the 

2000s have expanded that context to the Mediterranean as a whole, reaping the benefits 

of much new scholarly material published in scholarly journals. 321 

 

The “imperial city” of Toledo, was where El Greco, “as in Venice and his native Candia”, 

saw “Christianity …. brought face to face with the potentially galvanising presence of 

competing traditions and survivals, both Jewish and Moorish.”322 Catholic Toledo was 

where, John Elliott continues, “… as in Rome, the worlds of classical scholarship and 
                                                 
318 For the ‘darkness and dirt’, see Gregorio de Tovar, a contemporary’s description in Kagan, El Greco, 
1982, p.42. 
319 An idea fostered by Spanish nationalist historians of the nineteenth century. See Kamen Toleration and Dissent, 
1988, which reads as a revisionist apology. 
320 Marañón, 1963, p.314. “Here ends this story, in which I have attempted to tell how the genius of Theotocopulos, 
which would have been frustrated in any part of Europe… found in Toledo the  historical, human and mystical climate 
which transformed him into one of the greatest painters ever to have existed.” My trans. 
321 See El Greco 1982; El Greco 1999; El Greco 2003; El Greco 2010; and Davies 1990. 
322 Elliott, 2009, p.253. 
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Counter-reformation spirituality met and interacted.”323 Catholic Toledo, heart of Spain’s 

monarchy, “saw itself as the Lord’s chosen nation” and, “where its religious orthodoxy 

must be impeccable.”324  And, it must be said, Toledo, as an ecclesiastical administrative 

centre harboured a stasis endemic to such centres. 

 

“No artist works in a vacuum.”, says Richard Kagan in his entry essay in El Greco of 

Toledo written in 1982.325 “The culture, economy, and institutions that surround him, the 

people he knows – all influence his work…. If we are to reach a full understanding of the 

achievement of an artist, we must have an accurate portrait of the world in which he 

lived.” 326 Kagan’s essay aims, “to reconstruct the milieu of this artist [El Greco] with 

greater clarity and precision than previously possible.”327 He claims convincingly that the 

artist was one, “in touch with the intellectual and spiritual currents of Toledan life rather 

than as a mystical painter isolated from the world around him.”328 Our intent, as it has 

been with the other contexts of state and church touched on, will be to address the 

Toledan context as it informs our understanding of El Espolio. 

 

Let us deal with the oft-cited ‘mystical’ aspects first. It is true that in Toledo and its 

environs the influence of the great mystics of the Catholic reform, Juan de Ávila and 

Teresa of Ávila, was profound. However, there is no evidence that El Greco ever met 

them or indeed read their works. There is a certain superficial affinity between the 

                                                 
323 Ibid. 
324 Ibid., p.245. 
325 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.35. The facts and quotations in what follows are taken from this essay unless 
otherwise indicated. 
326 Ibid. 
327 Ibid. 
328 Ibid. 



 88 

painter’s stylistic aspirations and the writings of the Spanish mystics. Marañón, for 

example, is at some pains to build a case for a personal encounter between Teresa of 

Ávila and El Greco, thus demonstrating mysticism’s influence on his art.329 El Greco was 

a religious person, perhaps even a spiritual one. He had many friends who were clerics at 

senior levels in the Toledan church establishment but many of them were church 

lawyers.330 Mystics and lawyers are not necessarily mutually exclusive as categories but 

the likelihood of one being the other as well is slim. Further, Toledo was a diocesan 

administrative centre as well as a locus for the interaction between the court and the 

church. Such ‘sites’ are not generally known for their odour of sanctity. 

 

For El Greco’s great contemporary, Cervantes, Toledo was the, “gloria de España y luz 

de sus ciudades”.331 What changed for the fortunes of Toledo, it is said, was the 

embarkment by the court for Madrid as the ‘new’ capital in 1561 some fifteen years 

before El Greco arrived and about the same time Cervantes was extolling the ancient 

fortresses’ virtues.332 So, like ‘mystical’ Toledo, another corrective is in order, that of the 

disenfranchised capital. Philip II never announced the establishment of Madrid as the 

capital of Spain. As we have seen, the court under Charles V moved from city to city in 

Spain and indeed, as we have also seen, the idea of Spain was still in its formative stages. 

The Escorial as a building project kept Philip in Madrid which, from all accounts and 

expectations, lacked the amenities of a capital city. In 1580 when the King ascended the 

throne of Portugal he considered making Lisbon his capital and, given Spain’s western 

                                                 
329 Marañón, 1963, pp.21-29. 
330 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.68.  
331 Marañón, 1963, p.103; “the glory of Spain and the light of her cities” My trans. 
332 See Kagan’s discussion in El Greco 1982, pp.35-40; for El Greco’s arrival date in Spain see Appendix 
1. 
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empire, that locale made a great more strategic sense.333 Kagan concludes that, “What is 

certain is that the court’s transfer to Madrid did not affect Toledo as quickly as once 

believed.”334 The Ayuntamiento, the city council, instituted several capital projects, water 

works, public squares, a new City Hall, theatres and parks in an effort to improve the 

appurtenances of the town and retain the presence of the court and those who traveled 

with it. But, nevertheless, the court’s removal to Madrid did create a sense of unease and 

anxiety economically and socially as well as being, “a serious threat to Toledo’s 

reputation and prestige.”335 Countering that impact was the fact that, “Toledo had ‘in 

abundance’,….an enterprising bourgeoisie.”336 Intimately involved with these 

infrastructure initiatives was the church. Street widening, for example, was undertaken, in 

part, so that the regular holy day processions could move smoothly through the city 

without obstructions. The Cathedral underwent expansion to accommodate the growth in 

church administration and the oversight of church buildings that were in almost constant 

need of maintenance. It was during this period that the sacristy was constructed for which 

El Espolio was intended.337 The Toledan church was the richest in Spain and was the 

largest employer in the city employing over six hundred persons.338 The archbishop, 

entitled to many sources of income built up over decades, reaped 200,000 ducats 

annually.339 This income as noted elsewhere was regularly ‘accessed’ by the crown for its 

                                                 
333 Williams, 2001, Ch.7, pp.167-208. 
334 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.37. 
335 Ibid. Between 1571 and 1591 Toledo lost five thousand of its citizens from a highpoint of 62,000. By 
1646 the population was further reduced to 25,000. “The decline of Toledo…appears to have occurred 
primarily in the years following El Greco’s death in 1614.” Ibid., p.40. “Thanks to their energy, the raw 
material [silk] from the periphery enriched those who lived in the center of the realm, from the wealthy tax 
farmer down to the humble silk spinners.” Kagan and Parker, 1995, p.123. 
336 Kagan and Parker, 1995, pp.123-124. 
337 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.43; and Del Rio de la Hoz, 2001, p.31. 
338 Kagan, Ibid., p.44. 
339 Ibid. 
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own purposes, a fact which, to re-state the case, gave a certain mutually dependent 

dynamic to the relationship between church and state at the highest levels. Locally the 

archbishop initiated ‘good’ and public works, variously founding hospitals , universities, 

giving to the poor, supporting publishing efforts, building libraries and patronizing artists. 

Such practices were deeply embedded in the church history of Toledo extending back to 

the Cluniac regime in the eleventh century.340  

 

Critical to our understanding of the work of El Greco is that he found in Toledo at one 

level a society that would feed his intellectual interests as well as being the source for 

commissions. Despite his persistent ruptures with Church authorities 341 he was able to 

seek out the learned men and amateurs or they, in turn, sought him out for his novelty and 

his experience of the wider Mediterranean world, especially Italy, with which Spain 

through the Hapsburgs was more involved. Artistically, El Greco had no match in the 

city, if in Spain, and he was able to bring ‘all things Italian’ to a society that was aping 

the style and artistic ambitions of Charles and Philip. More important was the intellectual 

stimulation that was available in the district. While the painter had a library of some one 

hundred and thirty books, a touchstone for many paragraphs about the artist, it was, as 

Richard Kagan has assessed it, a “working library”.342 We remember that the artist had 

probably used the Calergis library in Candia and had access to that of Cardinal Farnese 

                                                 
340 Bosch, 2000, p.30. 
341 The Espolio payment issue among many others; a litigiousness that seems to have started in Candia. See 
also Kagan, El Greco 1982, pp.61-72 for a description of the artist’s circle of contacts. See also Mann, 
Patrons, pp.147-150 for further analysis. 
342 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.45; 130 books is not insignificant for the times. See also Davies in El Greco 
2003, pp.66-71, for another recitation of El Greco’s ‘intellectual milieu’; and Mann, 1986, pp.47-55 for a 
description of the Blessed Alonso’s deep learning; and pp.96-97, and p.120 for further insights. 
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while he was in Rome.343 Friends added to his collection such as the gift from Federico 

Zuccaro of Vasari’s Lives of the Painters. 344 These facts suggest a persistent intellectual 

ambition. Further witness to this ambition would be El Greco’s treatises on art and 

architecture345 We can presume that the artist’s marginal notations in his library’s 

volumes would reflect their nurturing through intercourse with the scholars associated 

with the cathedral,346 within the University of Saint Catherine, and the scholars of nearby 

Salamanca and Alcalá de Henares, who passed through the city. While such intercourse is 

largely conjectural as far as El Greco is concerned, if we look at the range of associations 

held by his known intimates, the intellectual world of the artist becomes wider and 

deeper.347 For example, El Greco painted the portraits of the Covarrubias brothers, Diego 

(d. 1577), a posthumous portrait, [Fig.21] and Antonio (1524-1602).[Fig.22] Both men 

were connected to the court, Spanish representatives at Trent, the University of 

Salamanca, the Royal judiciary, the Royal council of Castile, canons of the Cathedral, 

“the principal congregation in all Christendom, outside of that of Rome”.348 They were 

canon lawyers, and Antonio, “a skilled Hellenist with an interest in history and 

archaeology”, gave the artist “a Greek edition of Xenophon”. 349 

 

                                                 
343 Robertson, 1992, pp.34-35, and Fatourou-Hesychakis, 2004, pp.29-33; p.13 for Clovio. 
344 de Salas, 1992, p.11. 
345 These no longer survive but were attested to by contemporaries. His principal ideas may possibly be 
found by reading his marginal annotations in his Vasari and Vitruvius. These have been translated and 
published by Marias and Bustamante in 1981 advancing greatly our knowledge of the artist’s intellectual 
interests. See also Marias and García, 1981, p.55. 
346 Mann, 1986, pp.149-150. 
347 See Kagan, El Greco 1982, pp.45-53. 
348 From a document in the Cathedral Archives of 19 February 1563 and quoted by Kagan, El Greco 1982, 
p.48. 
349 Ibid. Xenophon, c.430-350 BCE, a student of Socrates, soldier, and historian of both Cyrus the Great and the Younger 
and memoirist of Socrates. 
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As stated before, one man whom El Greco probably encountered upon first arriving in 

Toledo was García de Loaysa Girón (1534-1599) the obrero of the cathedral responsible 

for artistic patronage.350 He it was who pursued El Greco in the legal suit concerning 

payment and delivery of El Espolio.351 García de Loaysa Girón was another of these 

highly educated and talented men who moved with ease between court and pulpit. De 

Loaysa Girón had a library of over three thousand volumes. He became a canon in 1564 

and, “had studied Latin, Greek, philosophy and theology at Salamanca and Alcalá de 

Henares.”352 In 1584 he left his position as obrero to become private almoner and 

chaplain to the King and tutor to the Infante (the future Philip III). He returned to Toledo 

as governor of the archdiocese and, in 1598, was named Archbishop.353 Here was another 

man in the mould of Cisneros and Carranza. As a young prelate he was one of Toledo’s 

best preachers.  

“He was….an expert in Church history and in 1593 published [a history] of church 
councils in Spain. ……[He] produced a new prayer manual for the use of the Toledan 
church. His collaborators included Diego de Castilla, Antonio de Covarrubias, Gomez de 
Castro, and [Andreas] Schottus (1552-1629), and he was in close touch with Juan de 
Mariana (1536-1624), the famous Jesuit historian and theologian who lived in Toledo 
from 1574 until his death in 1624.” 354 
 
My principal purpose here is to describe a milieu that was very well connected, 

ambitious, intelligent and productive and for the most part engaged with the world. Some 

of these personalities were tangential to El Greco’s circle while others such as Castilla 

and Covarrubias were well within it. These men were all clerics. Kagan concludes his 

discussion of Toledo in the time of El Greco with the following: 

                                                 
347 Kagan, El Greco 1982, pp.48-49. 
351 See Appendix 1, 1579.  
352 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.48. 
353 Ibid., p.49. 
354 Ibid. 
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“Although it is correct to interpret El Greco as an artist in close touch with the religious 
mood of Toledo, the city was neither mysterious nor mystical. Its character was rather, as 
Toledans themselves claimed in 1605, that of a ‘second Rome,’ a new Rome. Toledo was 
a city dominated by churchmen who emphasized the necessity for strict doctrines of the 
church. And it was with this group that El Greco found many of the contacts that were 
crucial to his success in Toledo.”355  
 
The ‘religious mood’ that has frequently characterized descriptions of the city has it 

clothed in oriental opacity, bloodthirsty Visigothic religiosity and smothered in a fog of 

incense.356 But a prominent ingredient in the ‘mood’ has to be that the city was the 

administrative centre for the Church in Spain with a ‘bureaucracy’ of almost 2000 

persons attached in various capacities to religious establishments,357 a fact which is a 

rather more persuasive mood definer than the mystics with which Toledo and Castile are 

frequently associated. Nicholas Pevsner, in his essay, The Counter-Reformation and 

Mannerism has aptly pointed out certain facts about these mystics. He writes, “It is 

customary to regard St. Teresa of Ávila (1515-1582) primarily as an ecstatic visionary…. 

But it would be wrong to forget that she was also a talented organizer who succeeded in 

reforming an order and founding sixteen convents.”358 Similar capacities for effective 

day-to-day accomplishment could describe other Counter-Reformation saints and mystics 

such as Philip Neri (1515-1594), Charles Borromeo (1538-1584), Francis Xavier (1506-

1552) and Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556). Very few saints are actually not of this world. 

 

                                                 
355 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.61. 
356 For the Visigothic reference see Martin, 2006, p.134. 
357 Kagan, El Greco 1982, p.53. 
358 Pevsner, 1968, p.24. 
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CHAPTER SIX: KINGSHIP- Myth, Propaganda and Political Theory 

 

I want now to turn to a lingering but still powerful idea in Spanish consciousness at the 

turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, that of a fundamentally medieval notion 

of kingship. The discussion which follows proceeds from the presence of the centurion 

‘disguised’ as a knight by the artist in El Espolio. ‘Kingship’, as the word implies, is 

usually vested in a single person. In its medieval guise, that vestiture combined aspects of 

the mystical, the sacred, and statehood which were expressed in the variety of roles the 

monarch was required to play whether being anointed at a coronation, curing the sick by 

a laying on of hands, or presiding over the affairs of state. Loyalty to the king was 

expressed in the universal feudal relationship between lord and vassal. The feudal 

relationship’s principal actor was the knight. 

 

The persistence of the feudal is evident in the gifts of knightly ceremonial, shields and 

swords, such as that given by Pope Paul III to the Infante Philip in 1550 were common 

tributes and carried with them a great deal of symbolic weight.359 The sword, of course, 

was an instrument of justice and there are many illustrations with Christ and Kings 

enthroned with a sword across their breasts. Church lore held that Christ had, “granted 

two swords to Peter, one for the clergy and the other for the Christian knight.”360 The 

idea of the Sword of the Church and the Sword of the State were well established in 

medieval political theory.361 In battle, “….the surrender of the sword was a rite that 

                                                 
359 Frieder, 2008, p.95. 
360 Ibid., p.107. 
361 Ibid. 
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signified the defeat of a rival.” 362  Equally, in another dispensation, the sword was used 

by the king to bestow knight-hood. Loyalty, in the manner of a vassal to his liege lord 

was expressed by the kissing of the sword as in Spain when the heir to the throne, the 

Prince of Asturias, took the oath of allegiance from his nobles and other high dignitaries 

at the beginning of his reign.363 There is no sword depicted in El Espolio but there are 

armaments and I believe, the ‘sword’ is implied by the knight-centurion. Also, implied is 

the soul, armed by the sacrament of Confirmation, anointed like a Knight and armed by 

faith to which we had reference above.364 

 

Pedro III (c.1239-1285) in a recorded speech called himself, “‘nothing but a simple 

Knight’”.365 Such personal ‘humility’ was belied by the setting and ritual which, “were 

meant to reveal to their audience the king in a sacral role as the representative of God on 

earth and the spiritual guide of his people.” 366 The sacral role was highlighted markedly 

when, as was sometimes the case, an archbishop sat in for an indisposed or unavailable 

monarch.367 This interchangeability of roles evidently did not lead to confusion among 

the populace. In Spain, to press my point, there was a remarkable, if uneasy, cohesion 

between church and state. The role players, whether bishop or lord, while not actually 

one and the same, would have been consistently viewed in intimate relationship on the 

public stage. It would only have been when the secular transgressed the spiritual, when 

                                                 
362 Ortiz, 1991, pp.22-23. 
363 Ibid., p.107. The ‘Prince of Asturias’ is the title which is still given to the heir of the Spanish throne and 
dates back to the thirteenth century. 
364 See above p.35. 
365 Ortiz, 1991, p.109. 
366 Ibid., p.148. 
367 Ibid., p.146. 



 96 

imperium and sacerdotium clashed, to use the medieval distinctions, that their distinctive 

religious and political functions came into relief. 

 

The kings of Spain had several theatres in which to display their claim to preeminence. 

One of the most prominent was the continued use of the apparatus of chivalry, from suits 

of armour, to tournaments, to the feudal relationship of liege lords and vassals, knights 

and ladies, and the ceremonials of public feasting and royal progresses.368 Both Spanish 

monarchs had themselves portrayed in armour. [Figs.17&18] Philip II often wore the 

breastplate and other armorial accoutrements to meetings of the Cortes, not because of 

possible trouble but rather to establish his authority in the meeting, the psychological 

power of armour going back at least to Roman times.369 Charles V when he gave 

guidance to his son in the ideals of kingship was designing a rite of passage for the future 

king in a simulacrum of the medieval passage to knighthood.370  

 

Chivalry, with its semi-religious, semi-mythical character had deep roots in the Spanish 

psyche and, as such, was replete with meaning for the Spanish people. In Chivalry and 

the Perfect Prince, Braden Frieder writes: 

“By the middle of the sixteenth century, European monarchs rarely led their troops into 
battle, though the worth of a leader was still conceptualized in military terms. The ruling 
dynasty used the visual language of the tournament and martial display to symbolically 

                                                 
368 The persistence of the idea of knighthood and the ideals of chivalry and its alliance with the monarchy 
into what we are pleased to call the ‘early modern era’ can be somewhat of a shock when we come upon 
examples of it. The idea that Charles V or Philip II wore suits of armour and jousted in tournaments is 
perhaps not so ridiculous when we consider that until 1821 the British sovereign’s champion lay down a 
gauntlet in full armour and on horseback at Coronation banquets in Westminster Hall. 
369 Ortiz, 1991, pp.19, 114, 155 for examples. 
370 A practice that had a long history in Spain as well as other parts of Europe which we shall dwell on 
below. Cawsey, 2002, pp.104-106. 
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affirm the legitimacy of their rule and the identity of the prince as a divinely appointed 
deliverer.”371  
 
Again, we have another occasion as in the cortes discussed above, where ritualized 

display was employed to establish the Prince in a context where his virtues might be 

revealed in a time honoured contest in which good confronts evil. This was a core theme 

in many political theories on kingship, as we shall shortly see. The ruler is owed the 

‘fealty’ of his people; his role, in return, was as their protector. He had the agency of God 

in doing so. In the early modern era the codes of chivalry were still employed, as Frieder 

has stated, because of the richness of their associations. And, as he dryly observes, 

because, “People living in the renaissance…were unaware that chivalry was in 

decline.”372 It was the default secular exercise. “Apart from religion”, he further says, 

“chivalry remained the strongest of all ethical considerations, particularly among the 

ruling classes.”373 Cervantes, at one time a citizen of Toledo,374 but also of the 

Mediterranean world (much like El Greco) portrayed these ethical dimensions in Don 

Quixote and it was largely that chivalric donnée against which the narrative of the don is 

played. Charles V had challenged the French King Francis I to a duel for breaking an 

oath: “Knightly warfare may have been out of date, but chivalric values were not.”375 

These values were held and sustained despite the gimlet eye of Machiavelli. The 

“Hapsburg formula for sacred monarchy” was “obsessed with legitimacy and the divine 

right of kings” and their success, which held sway for most of the next two centuries, 

                                                 
371 Frieder, 2008, p.xi. 
372 Ibid., p.xii. 
373 Ibid. My emphasis. 
374 Nieto, 2003, p.38. 
375 Frieder, 2008, p.xii. 
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proved an irresistible model to other monarchies in Europe.376 The ’language of the 

tournament’ and the ideals of chivalry were maintained and written into the Hapsburg 

narrative which, to repeat, asserted ‘legitimacy’ and ‘divine right’. 

 

In 1545, Charles sent Philip on a year’s tour of the Hapsburg lands he would inherit.377 In 

each major town the heir apparent was greeted with triumphal arches writ large with 

symbolic associations tied to the dynasty by actual historical events and parallels from 

antiquity or church history.378  Of the latter one might have seen scenes from the heroic 

lives of saints such as St. George, St. Maurice, St. Barbara, or St. Sebastian.379 Of the 

former, the Hapsburgs claimed mythical ancestorship with Hercules, King David and 

Samson and therefore, scenes from the lives of these heroes would be illustrated on the 

armour of the king and prince.380 Charles, on one of his “handsomest” suits of armour 

dating from 1538 had an incised “mandorla” containing the Virgin.381 Philip II had 

prayers or ejaculations inscribed on the body of his suits, such as, in Latin, ‘Jesus of 

Nazareth, King of the Jews’ or, the ‘Hail Mary’.382 Charles V, on a suit of armour dating 

from c. 1525 had inscribed on his breastplate the initials “KD”, standing for Karolus 

Divus, ‘the divine Charles’.383 On a triumphal arch greeting the Emperor’s arrival in 

Binche in 1549 the following was displayed, ‘Divo Carolo Quinto Caesari Imperatori 

                                                 
376 Freider, 2008, p.105. 
377 Williams, 2001, p.16. See pp.16-21 for the description of the tour. And, Freider, 2008, p.4. 
378 Freider, 2008, p.5 and p.23. 
379 Ibid., pp.83-84. 
380 Ibid., p.78. “Hercules was…. believed to have founded several cities in Spain and Gaul.” Aeneas and the 
Trojan story were also part of the legendary mix. See Strong, 1984, p.65. 
381 Freider, 2008, pp.82-83. 
382 Ortiz, 1991, p.114. 
383 Ibid., p.124. That is scholarship’s best guess. 
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Maximo’.384 This revival of ‘sacred empire’ with Charles as Rex Christianissimus 

coincided with, “the Renaissance style a l’antique” which the emperor used to great 

effect when depicted in Roman armour. [Fig.19] 385 

 

Charles was never portrayed without the Order of the Golden Fleece around his neck. 

Here is yet another example of the persistence of the medieval, the Golden Fleece 

representing the sworn commitment to a renewal of the crusades. Both Charles and Philip 

saw the repulsion of the Muslims and Jews from the Iberian peninsula as part of a charge, 

not only from God, but from their forebears, extending even further back than the 

Catholic Kings. Spain’s Iberian crusade was to be but the first thrust of an imagined, 

much larger-scaled, Mediterranean onslaught to rescue the Holy Land. The success of 

Lepanto was the partial result and was celebrated as an offensive rather than a defensive 

triumph. Charles, and Philip to a greater extent, unleashed the same crusader mentality 

against the heresy which surfaced in Hapsburg lands.386  

 

Charles V and the progressives in the church hierarchy saw Trent to a large degree as an 

opportunity to repair the rent in the curtain of the universal church. Pevsner asserts that 

this ambition, “made it possible for new saints [Xavier, Neri, Borromeo, for example] 

and miracle workers to make an appearance.”387 Such a saint was Ignatius Loyola whose 

                                                 
384 Ortiz, 1991, p.124. ‘The Divine and Great Charles the Fifth, Caesar and Emperor.’ My trans. 
385 Strong, 1984, p.66. This same style of armour is depicted in El Greco’s Martyrdom of St. Maurice in El 
Escorial. 
386 Ibid., p.67, and Ortiz, 1991, p.11 & p.70. Suits of armour would be created for special tournaments or 
state occasions. On his visit to Trent in 1548 where many church festivals were held, Philip’s armour was 
chased with emblems of the Golden Fleece and the pomegranate whose multiple seeds symbolized the 
“multitudes embraced by the church” and the opening of the fruit’s husk “suggested the spreading of 
Christ’s word to the whole world.” 
387 Pevsner, 1968. 
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“strange mixture of mysticism and realism” is expressed in his Spiritual Exercises: “Their 

objectives are purely metaphysical, but their methods are full of worldly wisdom and are 

worked out in pedantic detail.”388 Loyola, who, in other circumstances, might be 

considered don Quixote’s alter ego, was, in the middle of the sixteenth century, a 

thoroughly medieval knight, a champion of the many concepts of medieval chivalry with 

its adherence to the virtues of chastity and endeavour. Ignatius Loyola, “explicitly 

thought of his society as a kind of militant order…fighting a spiritual battle under “the 

standard of the cross”.389 Loyola the soldier, was once for king and became one for 

Christ. Herein lies the dichotomy which exemplifies very well the Janus-like character of 

the times. Validation of the knight springs from the king whose authority is bestowed by 

God, a truly medieval sequencing. 

 

The Kings’ role in sixteenth century Spain was many faceted. The atmosphere at Philip’s 

court was said to be more devout than any other in Europe.390 Charles’ abdication to the 

monastery at Yuste and Philip’s construction of one, El Escorial, are prime expressions of 

their faith.391 On one hand a monarch moves easily into monkhood, on the other, his son, 

reigns from his monk-like cell over looking his grand chapel.392 Nor was this unusual for 

the Kings of Spain; Charles was following a pattern albeit a not-unbroken one. Philip 

became King of Portugal partly because his predecessor was also a cardinal without 

heirs.393 One begins to perceive a phenomenon of seamless transitioning in the person of 

                                                 
388 Pevsner, 1968. 
389 Viladesau, 2008, p.194. 
390 See Bireley, 1999, pp.81-83 for a description of Philip’s piety. 
391 Like the Knight, the Monk is the other ‘hero’ in medieval history. 
392 Rawlings, 2002, p.58. 
393 Petrie, 1963. See pp.168-176, for the story of the Portuguese succession. 
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the king, god’s anointed secular authority, between the temporal and the eternal, a thread 

that stretched back in time to imperial Rome and beyond.  

 

The monarchy’s adoption and use of these methods was supple and subject to adaptation, 

“to the changing demands of the … [monarchy] and to new ideals of aristocratic 

behaviour.”394 Throughout, these ceremonials also presented to the ruler “images of those 

virtues to which he should aspire” a goal which reflected, “the whole tradition of the 

‘speculum principis’, the mirror of the prince.395 By the second half of the sixteenth 

century Philip realized that, along with his other roles, he would have to become defender 

of the faith. In order to accomplish this (since, in his thinking, the Pope could not be 

trusted with the task) he would have to pursue a course which Roy Strong has labeled, “a 

liturgy of the state centred on the ruler.” 396 

 

Some Political Theory 

 

The ‘liturgy of the state’ did not merely mimic the liturgy of the Church. In synchronicity 

with the overriding medieval ‘principle of unity’ was another, more anthropomorphic in 

character, as Gierke observes. This principle or theory revolved around the concept of the 

‘Mystical Body’ wherein church and state combined and ‘completed each other’.397 The 

assertion within this theory was that both parts, church and state, were able to distinguish 

themselves by aligning their functions to the parts of the body, where, for example, the 

                                                 
394 Strong, 1984, p.11-12. 
395 Ibid., p.8. 
396 Ibid., p.19 and see p.67 for further commentary. 
397 Gierke, 1959, p.23. 
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soul resided in the brain related to the papacy and so on down the body until all the 

natural corporal parts corresponded to another abstract capacity or function in the 

ecclesiastical or secular organisation.398 This ‘corporal hierarchy’ became the structural 

foundation for Dionysius the Areopagite’s (c.600) mystical riff on the universe already 

referred to, called the Celestial Hierarchy, that influenced many medieval thinkers 

including Thomas Aquinas. A copy of the Hierarchy was in almost every ecclesiastical 

library and El Greco himself possessed one.399  

 

Heavily dependant on the foregoing, was still another, theoretical layer, the idea of the 

King’s ‘two bodies’ which has been studied by Ernst H. Kantorowicz in a book of the 

same title.400 As with so many other features of the progression toward the absolutist 

monarchy, conceits once defined solely for and by the church, were, over time, 

refashioned for a secular context. The idea of the king’s ‘two bodies’ has its origins in the 

canonical conceptualisation developed to rationalize the dual nature of Christ as man and 

God, “the gemina persona, the two natured Christ”, and therefore “wholly God and 

wholly Man”.401 Interestingly, the subtleties of this idea were worked out at successive 

councils held in Toledo in the seventh century.402 Without going into greater detail 

(which would really be beyond the scope of this inquiry) our understanding of the 

                                                 
398 Gierke, 1959, p.24. See also Kantorowicz, 1957, pp.70-71 and notes 64 and 65. The writings of the early 
church were used to frame these ideas. From Cyril of Jerusalem for example: “The head means the godhead 
of Christ; the feet, his manhood.” Bede interprets ‘head and feet’ as “Christus cum duabus legibus.” Christ 
with two laws. My trans. 
399 There is an astronomical fresco in the main gallery of the Escorial Library which shows Dionysius the 
Areopagite observing an eclipse at the time of Christ's crucifixion. See Owen Gingerich, The Book Nobody 
Read, 2004, pp.190-191. For El Greco’s copy see Álvarez-Lopera (2005), Vol.1, p.296, “San dionisio de 
Celesti yerarquia”. 
400 See Bibliography. 
401 Kantorowicz, 1957, p.49 and p.50. 
402 Ibid., p.50. The final determination was held at the Council of Toledo in 684. 
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doctrine of the king’s two bodies might be aided by the nostrum, ‘the king never dies’, or 

the acclamation, ‘The king is dead. Long live the king.’ Simply put, and constitutionally 

speaking, the ‘nation’s power’ was vested in the sovereign and his ‘sovereignty’ may not 

die since the nation persists. Not surprisingly, this doctrine, became an important element 

in the justification by monarchical apologists for dynastic inheritance. 

 

I have sketched the foregoing to establish some key foundation points upon which church 

and state in Spain understood each other analogically and politically in the early modern 

period. Also, we must recognise the historical depth of the relationship: that it was one 

with great reach, and when we meet it again in El Greco’s Toledo, we will be standing on 

a fulcrum that has the church in decline and the state in ascendance. To re-emphasize, it 

is also critical to recognise the anthropomorphic nature of the metaphorical constructs 

that contain very complex ideas. So much of the theology and political theory still held to 

be valid at the beginning of the sixteenth century is based on the metaphorical use of the 

body as the vehicle which contains and expresses so many rich and important ideas. So it 

is with the painter, understanding the body as metaphor, and even more so with the 

’painter reader’, who must transcribe whatever aspects of these concepts he is charged 

with depicting into a comprehensive arrangement of visual symbols that will transform 

these symbols into a meaningful object for contemplation. The artist uses the body in all 

its balletic expressiveness and the body is thus the main vehicle for the transmission of 

meaning.  
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By the middle of the fifteenth century issues of sovereignty were cohering in an intense 

focus. Challenges to sovereignty were faced by both pope and monarch. Secular 

philosophy was issuing challenges to both the divine and the ethical basis upon which 

kingship based its’ authority. Equally, since the rhetorical heights of Unam Sanctam, the 

Church, by overreaching, had placed itself in a defensive and often indefensible position 

vis a vis the increasing power of the monarchies.403 The Church’s extensions of claims to 

secular power had created division from within, causing it to falter, and initiating new 

political alliances such as, in 1530, the Schmalkaldic League.404 Cries for Church 

renewal from within were often met by papal intransigence causing consternation among 

its supporters. The fracturing of medieval universality was both mirrored and exacerbated 

in the philosophical and political theoretical writing of the day.  

 

Secular philosophy morphed into analyses of first principles, into ruminations on the 

foundations of societies or of nation states. Like so much else in this period the first 

major antithetical thrust to the status quo came from Italy. The impact of Niccolò 

Machiavelli’s The Prince published in 1532 (but probably written in 1513) was pervasive 

throughout Europe.405 However, in Spain, “Although… [The] Prince was widely read 

and discussed…political thought continued to be expounded within a framework of 

morality and law.”406 The reaction to Machiavelli became allied with a revival of 

Thomism which Robert Bireley wryly called, “the silver age of scholasticism in the 

                                                 
403 Issued by Pope Urban VIII in 1302, it declared the supremacy of the Papacy. Source: Papal Encyclicals 
online. www.papalencyclicals.net, 14 March 2011. 
404 The papal claims to secular power were often based in the fraudulent Donation of Constantine as noted 
above. 
405 Nicolai Rubenstein, Italian Political Thought 1450-1500 in Burns, 1991, p.44. Machiavelli’s dates are 
1469-1522. 
406 Hamilton, 1963, pp.4-5. 
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sixteenth century.”407 The essence of Thomism which had its basis in the thought of 

Aristotle was encapsulated in the maxim, ‘that something is true when it conforms to the 

external reality.’ Thomism was brought to Spain from the University of Paris to the 

University of Salamanca largely through the agency of Francisco de Vittoria (c.1484-

1546) who began teaching at Salamanca in 1526 and continued there until his death.408 A 

great teacher, thirty of his former students went on to professorships in Spanish 

universities including Diego de Covarrubias, brother to El Greco’s friend, Alonso, and 

whose posthumous portrait he later painted.409 Other students of Vittoria’s were Melchior 

Cano (1506-1560), Fernando Vázquez (1509-1566) and Domingo de Soto (1494-1560). 

The latter was Charles V’s representative at Trent as well as for the Dominican order. 

These men formed the first wave of Thomists in Spain. In the next generation, Thomism 

was particularly espoused by the Jesuits who had, by 1540, eight colleges in universities 

including the important centres of learning, Alcalá, Salamanca, and Burgos. Prominent 

among these scholars were Alfonso Salmerón (1515-1585), Gregorio de Valencia (1549-

1603), Gabriel Vázquez (1549-1604), and especially, Luis de Molina (1535-1600) and 

Francisco Suarez (1548-1617).410  

 

Most of these men would have agreed on the following: 

“All [would have assumed] an ordered universe;…the Thomistic hierarchy of laws: the 
eternal law, governing all things; the natural law, written in men’s minds, through which 
they participate in the eternal law and distinguish good from evil; the positive divine or 
revealed law [Scripture] supplementing the natural; and positive human [civil and canon] 
law.” 411 

                                                 
407 Bireley, 1990, p.33. 
408 Skinner, 1978, p.136. 
409 Ibid. 
410 Ibid., pp.136-137. 
411 Hamilton, 1963, p.5. 
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Politically, however, as Eric Nelson says, “the overwhelming dominant political ideology 

of the age…might be described as princely humanism.”412 The concept of ‘princely 

humanisn’ had its own long tradition of thought based in the noble fixture of the 

speculum principis, the ‘mirror for princes’. Is it too much to think that El Greco had this 

in mind when he painted the reflections in the Knight’s armour? These ‘specula’, 

“assumed the superiority of princely government, and their objective was to teach princes 

how to govern virtuously and successfully.”413 Castiglione’s The Courtier is the most 

famous example but specula became a growth industry in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries.414 Essentially recipe books for princely behaviour and good governance 

specula contrasted sharply with the pragmatism of Machiavelli’s The Prince.  

 

Machiavelli’s book had far more profound consequences initiating the modern discussion 

on, “such questions as the origin of the state and its purpose.”415 The subject was itself 

the basis for another growth industry in publishing, the anti-Machiavellian cohort which 

took firmer root in Spain, underpinned by the neo-Thomism we have just reviewed. Their 

efforts were successful not because they were original416 but, because they addressed a 

“problem keenly experienced”: “the tension between the demands of the good [bonum 

honestum] and the useful [bonum utile], especially, by life in the world of politics.”417 

                                                 
412Eric Nelson, The Problem of the Prince in Hankins, 2007, p.319. 
413 Ibid., p.320. 
414 Baldassare Castiglione (1478-1529). The Courtier was published in 1528, the year before he died in 
Toledo. 
415 Bireley, 1990, p.33. 
416 Botero/Waley, 1956, p.ix.  
417 Ibid. 
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Machiavelli, having claimed, “that a Christian could not participate in politics 

effectively”,418 thought the aims of the ‘good’ and the ‘useful’  “were incompatible”.419 

 

Spain, as has been demonstrated, was very much engaged in this intellectual debate. In 

his book Reason of State,420 published in 1589, Giovanni Botero (c.1544-1617), in 

contrast to the assertions of his fellow Italian, Machiavelli, “sought to elaborate a 

Christian statecraft or reason of state…a Christian method for the preservation and 

development of a powerful state.”421 Philip II thought so much of the book, he had it 

translated in 1591 for the Infante Philip.422 And well he might. Botero, in another, later 

work, the Relazioni Universali, revising his own thinking in Reason of State, promoted 

the idea of a vast empire such as Spain was managing, as the best hope for Catholic 

universalism.423 The Monarchia di Spagna, Monarchy of Spain, written by the renegade 

friar Tommaso Campanella (1568-1639) was another study of the same issue, world 

evangelization, in which Spain figures prominently as the engine to achieve the 

objective.424 In the same vein, a contemporary of Botero, and a Spaniard, the Jesuit Juan 

de Mariana (1536- 1624), published De Rege, (On Kingship), devoted, “to the education 

and character of kings.”425  

 

                                                 
418 Ibid., p.3. 
419 Botero/Waley, 1956, p.28. 
420 In Italian, Della ragione di Stato. The term was first used by Giovanni della Casa [1503-1556] in 1547 
in an oration before Charles V. By 1580 the phrase was in general circulation. See Burke in Burns, 1991, 
p.479, and Bireley, 1990, p.45. Della Casa is best known for his ‘courtesy book’, Galateo. 
421 Bireley, 1990, p.3. 
422 Ibid., p.4. 
423 Ibid., p.49. 
424 Ibid. Botero was secretary to St. Carlo Borromeo and, “has been called the most frequently cited 
political writer in the first half of the seventeenth century.” Ibid., p.3. 
425 Hamilton, 1963, p.60. 
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Another Spaniard, whom we have already met, Francisco Suarez, in his principal work, 

De Legibus, (On Laws) published in1612, wrote that Law was, “’a certain measure of 

moral acts’…It was thus a measure of right [ius], defined as a certain, oral power 

[facultas] which every individual has, either over his property or what is owed to him.” 

426 Two other statements by Suarez are of interest for my project; one has to do with the 

prince, the other with the pope seen after Trent. In his Defensio fides Catholicae et 

Apostolicae of 1613: “The good of the prince qua prince is reckoned the common good, 

since he himself is the common and public person.”427 While in his De Legibus of 1612 

he concludes, “…it is now known that the unity of the church can be maintained perfectly 

well without that [papal] temporal power;…spiritual power, through which it has indirect 

force in temporal affairs, is enough...”.428 The first statement with its echoes of the 

King’s Two Bodies would accord with the views of Philip II. The King’s views on the 

second with which he doubtless also agreed, would be expressed pragmatically and 

privately, unpronounced upon publicly. The papal power of excommunication instilled 

fright into communities well into the seventeenth century. The same thinking was 

surfacing in other parts of Europe.  

 

Jean Bodin (1530-1596) whose Six Livres de la République were certainly more widely 

read than those of Suarez, stated in a “celebrated principle that sovereignty is 

indivisible”, that, “the high powers of government could not be shared by separate agents 

or distributed among them, but all of them had to be concentrated in a single individual or 

                                                 
426 Howell A. Lloyd, Constitutionalism in Burns, 1991, p.293. 
427 Ibid., p.297. Suarez was also acquainted with Borromeo. 
428 Hamilton, 1963, p.164. 
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group.”429 The concept behind ‘reasons of state’ had an enormous attraction for the forces 

advancing the cause of national statism (although ‘national’ as we have seen, might not 

have been the word used). As the idea progressed two kinds of reasons of state were 

proposed in an effort to shake the amorality of Machiavelli’s position. Girolamo 

Frachetta (1558-1620) divided them into two, the true and the false. “True reason of state 

is simply political prudence….false reason of state is the pursuit of self interest.”430 From 

this it is easy to see how the recipes for proper princely conduct contained in the specula 

dovetailed with the broader issues being discussed surrounding sovereignty and the 

possibilities for the advancement of Catholicism on a world scale.431 Philip II, who was 

fluent with many of these debates, and whose status was world scale, was also used as an 

example of the contemporary prince against whom many of the latter day specula and 

political theoretical discussions were measured: “Virtu’, after which Philip strove all his 

life,432 was a constant theme throughout the ten books of the Reason of State.”433  

                                                 
429 Julian H. Franklin, Sovereignty and the Mixed Constitution: Bodin and his Critics in Burns, 1991, p.298. 
The Six Livres dates from 1576. 
430 Peter Burke, Tacitism, skepticism, and reason of state in Burns, 1991, p.480. 
431 Not everyone was marching to this drummer. For some, ‘reason of state’ was condemned outright for, 
scripturally, the model was Pontius Pilate, “the greatest master of this art…who had condemned Christ for 
exactly this reason.” Not an example to be followed. Ibid., p.481. 
432 Petrie, 1963, p.309, for Philip’s deathbed instructions to his son and heir. 
433 Bireley, 1990, pp.53-54. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION or What the Archbishop saw 

 

Our intent has been, simply put, to place El Espolio in a context of ecclesiastical reform 

paralleling a drive to monarchical absolutism. Implied in the foregoing chapters, although 

not stated baldly, is that the tenor of the times was one of fluctuation, of unsteadiness, of 

imbalance, of ebb and flow, of irresolution, of peering back and looking forward. The 

story of change is Clio’s lifeblood but some eras are more volatile than others and such 

was the case in Spain, in the second half of the sixteenth century. 434 In El Espolio, I 

believe El Greco expressed this volatility in the range of expressions and figure types 

which comprise the crowd behind the principal figures of Christ and the centurion [See 

Fig.7]. Here is a panoply of pressing forms, of round heads, both covered and bare, of 

hairy beards and fleshiness against steely armour. Taking up a third of the canvas, it is a 

dense dough of portrait-like elements pierced with the staves of spikes and halberds lit by 

those thunderous and characteristic flashes of painting bravura with which, from now on, 

El Greco was to portray his cloud-moody heavens, modulating his backgrounds as if by 

dial, a ‘son et lumiere’ avant la lettre. El Greco uses light with the full understanding of 

the post–Renaissance artist dismissing the pedantry of perspective, harnessing a painterly 

exuberance to instill a layered reading of light’s various meanings from Scripture to 

Dionysius to the theatrical essays of his Venetian mentors. In El Espolio, El Greco 

structures unsettling contrasts. The light-shifting heavens presage the darkening hour as 

told in the Gospels.435 The same light-shifting heavens as might reflect the volatility of 

                                                 
434 See A Europe of Composite Monarchies, pp.3-24, in J.H. Elliott, Spain, Europe and the Wider World, 
2009. 
435 See Matthew 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44; John‘s Gospel does not mention the storm. 
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contemporary Spain appear in his views of Toledo. Yet streaming down upon Christ is 

another light, intense and pure, tripping over the centurion’s shoulder and down to the 

workman preparing the cross. This light glowingly suspends Christ’s face and His 

gestures carving His robe out of the surrounding mass of figures as if prefiguring the 

radiance of the Ascension. All the figures except for Christ are dressed anachronistically. 

Even the Virgin whose costume most approximates traditional portrayals could be seen as 

clothed in a nun’s habit of the 16th century. The anachronisms are purposeful, tying the 

viewer to the scene, a common pictorial device employed since the Renaissance. 

Another, similarly purposed device, is the artist’s use of a figure which stares 

implicatingly at the viewer such as the young torchbearer in the Burial of the Count of 

Orgaz, [Fig.23] and, as does the centurion. It is fitting that the pressing crowd that 

surrounds Christ in El Espolio imposes itself upon the conscience of the viewer because, 

theologically, the sacrifice on Golgotha which is about to occur promises the Redemption 

of all mankind. El Greco has here used standard Mannerist devices of front-staring 

figures and an audience of contemporarily dressed figures offering the viewer an 

immediacy and relevancy to the ideas being advanced in the picture. They are like a horn 

blast to the viewer’s consciousness awakening the viewer to a range of considerations. 

Repeated viewings like repeated hearings of great music or re-readings of great literature 

rebound in the eye of the mind with layer upon layer of meaning.  

 

Coming from another point of view, in a more circumscribed world, specifically the role 

of the primate of Spain and as pastor to the country, El Espolio commands the celebrant 

to reflect upon his apostolic role, upon his flock, before he passes through the doors of 
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the sacristy to the sacrificial altar.  Such a scenario implicates the cardinal-archbishop in 

the caesaropapist ambitions of the monarchy. His flock, which is also the ‘peoples’ of the 

monarch, is dependent upon the choreography implicit in the dance between king and 

bishop which has pervaded the history of Spain and which, I argue, is represented in El 

Espolio’s figures of Christ and the Knight. Bishop and King dance to an old Spanish tune 

now written, post-Trent, in a major variation in which, to pursue the metaphor, the King 

takes the lead. Philip II was pope in Spain, virtually, and to the exasperation of a 

powerless Holy See. He assumed the role. He was in today’s parlance, a ‘micro-manager’ 

and his goal was a united and therefore, since it was one and the same, a heresy-free 

Spain. 

 

Formally, the frontality of Christ has its own evocative and long understood power. In 

discussing the interpretation by Michelangelo of the ‘Man of Sorrows’ type Alexander 

Nagel sees a return to earlier forms and that, “The figures’ very front-facing posture was 

part of the message, for it epitomized the idea of presentation, of dispensation, and of 

self-offering.” Similarily, and indeed drawing upon the same tradition of signs, the 

celebrant executes the ritual sacrifice. In El Espolio, where these ideas are also clearly 

intended and which have multiple meanings, the frontality possibly represents a marriage 

between the hieratic Byzantine formalism of El Greco’s Cretan years and what he might 

have seen in Michelangelo’s reaction to Mannerist excesses which some contemporary 

critics and Michelangelo himself thought, beclouded the message in the work of art.436 

To repeat, to a very real degree, this formalism resonates with the celebration of the 

                                                 
436 Nagel, 2000, p.90.The idea of the persistence of the Byzantine in El Greco’s later work is frowned upon 
by some scholars. 
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Eucharist something of which El Greco was doubtless aware. In the Byzantine rite, the 

entry to the altar is signaled, “with a whirlwind of ceremonies and prayers that are in turn 

wonderfully rich and extensive”, which suggests that the vesting ceremony ritualised in 

Toledo’s sacristy evoked memories of the artist’s first confession in Candia437. The Mass, 

as a drama, has many sensory aspects to it including sound and smell but it was “sight” 

that now “became the modality of experience”.438 During Mass the elevation of the host 

(among other dramatic set pieces) and in its frontality, “… belongs to the category of the 

power of the visible.” since “Transubstantiation, while based on metaphysical 

assumptions, included the modality of sight.”439 The celebrant, at the High Altar of 

Toledo’s cathedral, acting upon Christ’s instructions at the Last Supper to bless bread and 

wine, would have El Espolio as preface to his sacrifice. The frontality in the painting also 

represents Catholicism’s new found mission, secure in its articles of faith after Trent, re-

energised like Loyola’s disciplined and confident soldiers ready to march forth and 

recapture the world for Christ, 

 

It is time to ask the question, “What did the archbishop see?”440 The painting which 

ostensibly did not conform to post-Tridentine norms was not rejected; indeed El Greco, 

despite litigation around the valuation of the picture, was commissioned later to design a 

rather more costly frame for it.441  So, in this regard, the ‘value’ which the archbishop 

saw in the painting was on another plane. Here, one is reminded of Peter Burke’s caution, 

                                                 
437 Jungmann, 1959, p.189 for the quote. 
438 Dillenberger, 1999, p.15. 
439 Ibid. 
440 By the ‘archbishop’ I intend to stand in for the entire clerical audience. 
441 Contracted on 9 July, 1585, Álvarez-Lopera, 2005, Vol.1, p.131 and delivered 21 February, 1587, Ibid., 
p.143. 
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that: “The iconographical method has often been criticized as too intuitive, too 

speculative to be trusted.”442 And, while Burke’s thesis concerns the use of images by 

historians, the image is firstly in the eye of the artist. One’s own apprehension sees rescue 

in the apt suggestion presented later in his discussion, that: “One approach to the reading 

of images is to view ‘the artist as a political philosopher’.”443 In a country such as 16th 

century Spain where crown and mitre were so closely allied seeing El Greco as partly a 

political philosopher is another avenue of approach his work.444 

 

Siting and audience are key to understanding the rationale for the picture and divining the 

depths of what it represents. Again, the painting was commissioned for the vestry of the 

Cathedral. This particular sacristy was a point in time for the Cathedral. The painting’s 

subject asserts that it was to be more than mere decoration. Nor was the vestry a mere 

dressing room. It was a vesting space with its own attendant ritual for the celebrant of the 

Mass and his acolytes.445 The Mass is the central service of the Roman Catholic Church, 

wherein a miracle, that of Transubstantiation, takes place on the altar on every occasion. 

Vesting, as we have seen laid out by Durandus, is a ritual act in and of itself, and one 

with an apostolic tradition that reaches back to Rome and Constantine and beyond, before 

Christ, to the Judaic. While this is true for the vesting of every parish priest, for a 

                                                 
442 Burke, 2001, p.40. 
443 Ibid., p.60. 
444 There are several other examples in El Greco’s oeuvre besides El Espolio which could be viewed as 
having a political/philosophical aspect to them. Marek Rostworowski’s study of El Greco’s Laocoön as a 
metaphor for the Comuneros episode is instructive in this regard. 
445 See Collado, 1999, p.24. “Litúrgicamente la catedral, cómo la iglesia del obispo, debía ser el lugar de las 
celebraciones mas solomnes de los grandes ritos, así como el modelo de recitación solomne y comunitaria 
del oficio divino, obligaciones primordiales de la capital.” 
“Liturgically the cathedral, as the church of the bishop ought to be the site of the most solemn of the great 
rites both as a model for the solemn and communal recitation of the divine office, the paramount 
obligations of the capital.” My trans. 
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Cardinal Archbishop and Primate of Spain, counselor to Kings and Popes the ceremonial 

significance is amplified both for the celebrant and his flock.446 The richness of the 

ceremonial, the gold and silver of artifact and cloth, the clouding of incense, the carillon 

of bells, the flicker of candles, the intonations of priest and choir all have antecedents in 

the rite of the bishops of Rome but, just as the hats of deceased cardinals hang from the 

vaulted ceiling of the nave, these same rites will have amassed layered associations that 

define them in Toledo. 447 

 

In the painting the central figures of Christ and the centurion are attired in outfits that 

carry meaning in sacred lore with regard to Christ and secular lore in the case of the 

centurion. Both figures represent vibrant and sometimes conflicting aspects of life in 

sixteenth century Spain. The Christ figure proceeds toward the viewer in the act of 

blessing and acceptance of His ongoing mission, His Church’s mission, His sacrifice 

constantly repeated on the altar for which our archbishop is preparing. The centurion 

directs the proceedings, in authority, standing before the rabble, ensuring the process of 

sacrifice/execution. His almost brazen stare compels our attention. El Espolio, speaking 

as it does to an overarching Christian theme, would have meaning throughout the 

Catholic world. But coming from another point of view, in our more circumscribed 

world, specifically that of the primate of Spain, pastor to the ‘nation’, El Espolio 

commands reflection upon his apostolic role before he passes through the doors of the 

                                                 
446 The statement is somewhat hyperbolic. Nor does it intend that only the archbishop celebrated Mass or 
that he was the only cleric to utilize the vestry. The statement does assert the special circumstances of the 
cathedral’s vestry/sacristy. Most, but not all, Archbishops of Toledo were cardinals but they were all 
Primates of Spain. 
447  See Fig. 20 This Monstrance, still used today and dating from the early 16th century exemplifies the 
richness of the ceremonial and the centrality of the consecrated Host in Catholic belief. 
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sacristy to the sacrificial altar.448  Set in the Spain of the 1570s, this scenario implicates 

the cardinal-archbishop in the caesaropapist ambitions of the monarchy.449 His acolyte, as 

El Greco has depicted him is the knight but the archbishop sees him as the king. The 

prince will be both advocate and adversary but now in hopeful tandem moving toward the 

new mission. The souls of his flock are dependent upon the choreography implicit in the 

dance between king and bishop which has pervaded the history of Spain and which Philip 

II, post Trent, has brought to a new rhythm, and, I argue, which is represented in El 

Espolio’s partnering figures of Christ and Knight. Inherent also, in the presence of the 

multitude is the volatility of a waywardly bent flock. The case of Cardinal Carranza and 

the earlier scandal of the scholar Vergara are demonstrations of the persistent potential 

for waywardness, cases of ecclesiastical self-poisoning.450 It was a cause celèbre, a 

scandal, involving the King, the Pope, and dissimulating, ambitious clerics. More 

dangerous however, was a Saint Theresa or an ‘alumbradist’ or an Erasmian or even an 

ignorant parish priest in Catalonia threatening the new orthodoxy’s coherence. The 

rigidity of the Counter-Reformation in Spain resulted in the body politic being conflated 

with the body spiritual.451 For the post-Tridentine Church with its renewed emphasis 

                                                 
448  Psalm 42, referred to above, the Introibo, was set as the introit to the Mass in Paul V’s Missal. Its recent 
establishment in the order of the Mass might also explain the choosing of the subject for the sacristy’s 
painting. See Jungmann, pp.200-203. 
449 The archbishops of Toledo in the 16th century. See Collado, 1999, pp.223-256.  
Francisco Jímenez de Cisneros [1495-1517] 
Guillermo Jacobo de Croy [1517-1521] 
Alonso de Fonseca [1523-1534] 
Juan Pardo Tavera [1534-1545] 
Juan Martinez de Siliceo [1546-1557] 
Bartolomé Carranza y Miranda [1557-1576] 
Gaspar de Quiroga y Vela [1577-1594] 
Alberto de Austria [1595-1598] 
Garcia de Loaysa y Girón [1598-1599] 
450 The absentee archbishop upon El Greco’s arrival in Toledo. 
451 Christian, pp.157-158 for a description of Philip’s zeal related in a letter dated to 1563 from the 
Venetian ambassador. 
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upon the Eucharist, El Espolio is the overture to the final act of death and the promise of 

resurrection. It represents the anticipation of resurrection, a permanent Lent suspended in 

the act of the Christ figure moving toward the viewer. For post-Tridentine Spain, El 

Espolio represents the power of the State to direct the action, to impose the necessary 

change for the good of the Church, for the good of Spain.452 For Philip II they were one 

and the same. For Toledo’s archbishop El Espolio reminds him of his apostolic charge 

but also, for that charge to be effective, its contingency on the state. 

 
Coda 
 
The artist, El Greco, as we are coming to learn, was more complex and sophisticated than 

the 19th and early 20th centuries critics allowed him to be. A product of the Mediterranean 

civilisation he journeyed from a parochial island, Crete, where Greeks and Turks had 

clashed for centuries, to Venice, a great, imperial city state, and finally to papal Rome. 

Italy not only satisfied El Greco’s artistic ambitions but also immeasurably slaked his 

intellectual thirsts. In the twilight of Spain’s greatness, El Greco was able to subsume her 

aura even in his first forays with this new culture. His peculiar background made him 

particularly sensitive to the changes flowing through Spanish life at all levels. Religious, 

social and intellectual but also political ferment engulfed him as it did Spaniards. Married 

to his own singular genius, a turbulent Spain nurtured El Greco’s vision into one of 

history’s most extraordinary. In Toledo, he not only found his artistic space, he found a 

civilisation which gave him an intellectual space in which the parallels in his upbringing 

were mined adding richness and depth to his oeuvre. El Espolio is but one example. 

                                                 
452 See Rawlings, 1987, p.72. Over 1000 Spanish churchmen worked at the Council especially during the last 
session among whom were senior church administrators such as Archbishop Guerrero of Granada and clerics 
versed in Canon Law such as Domingo de Soto.  
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Appendix 1: Chronology* 
 
 
 
 
 CRETE 

 
1541 According to his own testimony, Domenikos Theotokopoulos (known as El 

Greco) was born in Candia (now Iraklion), the capital of Crete, then a 
possession of the Venetian Republic.  In a document dated 31 October 1606 
the artist gave his age as 65. In 1582, acting as interpreter in the trial of a 
Greek boy in Toledo, he stated that he was a native of the ‘town of Candia’. 
El Greco’s father, Georgios Theotokopoulos, was a tax collector for the 
Venetian state with trading and shipping interests, and the artist’s elder 
brother Manoussos (1531 – 1604) followed in his father’s footsteps. 
 

1545 First Session of the Council of Trent. 
 

1548 Ignatius Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises published. 
 

1556 Philip II proclaimed King of Spain. 
 

1557 Bartolome Carranza (1503-1576) appointed Archbishop of Toledo. 
 

1561 Spanish court moves from Toledo to Madrid. 
 

1563 Last session of the Council of Trent. 
 
On 28 September the Duke of Candia issued a warning to Balestra and his 
son Constantine to stop harassing ‘Manoussos and Domenikos 
Theoltokopolous’ and their families, or face six months imprisonment. The 
document is the first to record Domenikos as a master painter. 
 
Work begins on Philip II’s monastery palace at El Escorial. 
 

1566 On 6 June El Greco acted as a witness in the sale of a house, signing himself 
as maistro Menegos Theotokopoulos, sgourafos (Master Domenikos 
Theotokopoulos, master painter). 
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On 5 November El Greco was named as a representative in the mediation of 
a dispute against the Venetian patrician Luca Miani (1535-1593), who bore 
the honorary title of Camerlengo of the Serenissima in Candia from 1561 to 
1564. 
 
On 26 December El Greco obtained permission to sell ‘a Passion of Christ 
executed on a gold background’ (now lost) in a lottery. A day later two 
artists, including the well-known Cretan icon-painter Georgios  Klontzas 
(1540-1608) assessed its value, setting a high price of 70 ducats. 
 
 

 VENICE 
 

1567 Although there are no documents to prove it, El Greco probably left for 
Venice during the spring or summer of 1567. Ships could generally only sail 
from Crete between May and October when the weather was favourable. 
 
A letter written on 18 August showed that El Greco was living in Venice. It 
records that he gave a series  of drawings to Manolis  Dakypris, to give to the  
Cretan cartographer Giorgio Sideris called Calapodas. The famous  
manuscript-painter Giulio Clovio (1498-1578) later described El Greco as a  
follower of Titian (‘discepolo di Titiano’). The work of Titian and of other  
Venetian artists, in particular Jacopo Tintoretto and Jacopo Bassano, had a  
profound influence on El Greco. 
 

 ROME 
 

1570 Andrea Palladio’s I Quattro Libri dell’Architettura published. 
 
El Greco travelled to Rome, probably via Padua, Bologna, Florence and 
Siena: later, when in Spain, he made marginal notes in his copy of Vasari’s 
Lives reflecting the art he had seen in those places. For example, he 
contradicted Vasari’s views on the artist Felice Brusasorci, whose work he 
must have seen in Verona. He especially admired Correggio and 
Parmigianino, describing the figure of the Magdalen in Correggio’s Virgin 
and Child with St. Jerome and Mary Magdalen (Galeria Nazionale, Parma) 
as ‘the most singular figure in all of painting’. El Greco also had lavish 
praise for Correggio’s painting in the dome of the city’s cathedral. 
 
By November El Greco was in Rome and had made contact with Giulio 
Clovio. In a letter dated 16 November Clovio recommended the “young 
Candiot, a follower of Titian’ to his patron Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, 
singling out for special praise a self-portrait which had ‘astonished all these 
painters of Rome’, and asking him to place the artist under his protection and 
give him temporary lodging in the Palazzo Farnese. There, El Greco came 
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into contact with Fulvio Orsini (1529-1600), a humanist and librarian of the 
Palazzo Farnese, who was to become one of his chief patrons. It was perhaps 
through Pedro Chacon, a close friend of Orsini, that El Greco met the 
Spanish churchman Luis de Castilla; Castilla met Chacon in Rome in the 
summer of 1571 and remained there until 1575. He became one of El 
Greco’s closest friends. The Italian painter Federico Zuccaro (c.1541-1609) 
was also in Rome from 1570 to 1574 and the two artists may have met there. 
At some point Zuccaro’s 1568 edition of Vasari’s Lives passed to El Greco; 
he may have been given it in Rome or when Zuccaro visited Toledo in 1586. 
 
 

1571 On 7 October the Turks were defeated at the Battle of Lepanto by the 
combined forces of Spain, Venice and the Papacy (the Holy League) led by 
Philip II’s half brother, Don John of Austria. 
 
In late October Manoussos Theotokopoulos, El Greco’s elder brother arrived 
in Venice and requested permission to engage in piracy against the Turks.  
 

1572 On 6 July El Greco wrote to Cardinal Farnese to protest about being thrown  
out of his palace in Rome: ‘I did not deserve to be thrown out and sent away 
in such a manner, as I had committed no fault’ (‘neanco meritava senza 
colpa mia esserne poi scacciato et mandato via di questa sorte’). The 
reasons for the incident are unknown. However, in a letter to his master dated 
18 July the cardinal’s majordomo mentioned in passing that “ pittore Greco’ 
(presumably El Greco) was working on the decoration of the Hall of 
Hercules in the Farnese villa at Caprarola, outside Rome. Although there is 
no trace of El Greco’s hand in the fresco cycle, which was under the 
supervision of Jacopo Bertoia (1544-1573?), it appears that he may still have 
been serving the Farnese. 
 
On 18 September El Greco was admitted to the Guild of San Luca on paying  
an entrance fee of 2 scudi. He registered as a painter under the name  
Dominico Greco’, our first record of the artist calling himself by this name. 
By the end of this year he had opened a workshop, and was assisted there by  
the Sienese painter Lattanzio Bonastri da Lucignano (c.1550 - c.1590). This 
suggests that El Greco wished to settle in Rome and make a career as an  
Italianised painter.  
 

1574 It was around this year that the Italian painter Francesco Prevoste  
(c.1528–1607) entered El Greco’s studio; he continued to work with El 
Greco for the rest of his life. 
 

1575 Plague in Rome. 
 
On 14 May Vincenzo Anastagi, Knight of Malta, was appointed to the office 
of Sergento Maggiore of the Castel Sant’Angelo at Rome. El 
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Greco’s…portrait of Vincenzo Anastagi was painted to commemorate this. 
 

 MADRID 
 

1576 Plague in Venice. Titian was among the dead. 
 
Death of Bartolome Carranza, Archbishop of Toledo, following seventeen 
years in prison under investigation by the Inquisition. 
 
El Greco was in Spain. He is listed in the records of the Royal Almoner, 
where he appealed for financial aid on 21 October (‘ano 1576. 21 de Octubre 
Dimo [Domenikos] Griego’). The anecdote related by GulioMancini (1568–
1630) in Alcune considerazione (1621) that El Greco had to flee Rome after 
angering the painters of the city by criticizing Michelangelo’s Last Judgment 
may be apocryphal. He perhaps hoped for work in connection with Philip II’s 
great project, the monastery of San Lorenzo at El Escorial. Around this time 
he received the commission for The Adoration of the Name of Jesus from the 
king. El Greco was probably also attracted to Spain by the promise of 
commissions in Toledo for the cathedral and for the church of Santo 
Domingo el Antiguo. 
 

 TOLEDO 
 

1577 Gaspar de Quiroga (1512 – 1594) appointed Archbishop of Toledo. 
 
Start of a food shortage in Toledo that continued until 1579. 
 
On 2 July El Greco received a payment on account for the Disrobing of 
Christ commissioned through Diego de Castilla, dean of the canons of 
Toledo Cathedral. On 8 August Diego de Castilla and El Greco signed a 
contract for the painter to provide eight pictures for the new church of Santo 
Domingo el Antiguo, six for the main altar and one each for two side alters 
El Greco was expected to design the altarpiece for the finished works, as he 
did for almost all of his subsequent large commissions (in other cases he also 
planned the frames and the accompanying sculptures). The Assumption of the 
Virgin for Santo Domingo el Antiguo was signed and dated later that year. 
 

1578 Birth of El Greco’s son, named Jorge Manuel after El Greco’s father and 
brother. El Greco never married Jorge’s mother, Jeromina de las Cuevas. 
 

1579 On 15 June, following the completion of The Disrobing of Christ  for Toledo 
Cathedral, El Greco and the cathedral lawyers, Canon Garcia de Loaisa 
Giron, [Loaysa y Giron] met before a notary to determine the price of the 
painting. The valuation led to the first of a series of legal disputes that 
became a feature of almost all El Greco’s important commissions. 
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In July El Greco’s agent set the value at a high 900 ducats. The cathedral’s 
representatives, Nicolas de Vergara the younger, master architect of the 
cathedral and Luis de Velasco, a painter also employed by the cathedral, set 
the value at a mere 227 ducats. In addition, they raised objections about 
certain improprieties: first that some of the heads in the crowd were placed 
above that of Christ; secondly the three Maries [sic] who appeared in the 
lower left were not mentioned in the Gospel text. On 23 July an arbitrator set 
the price at 317 ducats, but acknowledged that the painting was one of the 
best he had ever seen. On the theological questions he deferred to the Church 
authorities. El Greco decided not to deliver the painting until he was satisfied 
with the price.  
 
The church of Santo Domingo el Antiguo was dedicated on 22 September, 
by which time all of El Greco’s paintings there were finished and installed. 
On 23 September Loaisa Giron appeared before the magistrate of Toledo and 
argued that since El Greco had come to Toledo to paint the altarpieces of 
Santo Domingo he would soon be leaving now they were completed. He 
requested, therefore, that El Greco should deliver the disputed Disrobing of 
Christ to the cathedral immediately as security against the 150 ducat 
advance, and insisted that the artist should correct the ‘errors’ in the picture. 
El Greco was defiant, demanding that he be paid before altering or delivering 
the picture. He also refused to answer a question about his reasons for 
coming to Toledo, asserting that he was under no obligation to do so. 
 

1580 On 25 April, Philip II ordered the Prior of the Escorial to provide El Greco 
with materials, ‘especially ultramarine’, to enable him to carry out the 
commission ‘made some time ago’ for The Martyrdom of Saint Maurice for 
one of the chapels of the church of the Escorial. On 11 May El Greco and his 
chief assistant Francisco Prevoste (who had accompanied him from Italy) 
received a 200 ducat advance for the painting, and on 2 September they 
received a further 200 ducats. 
 

1581 On 8 December, the dispute over El Espolio was finally resolved, El Greco 
accepting a payment of 200 ducats which brought the total to 350 ducats–
much less than his earlier demands, and only slightly more that the 317 
stipulated by the arbitrator. However, it appears that El Greco was not forced 
to make any changes to the work, as the three Maries [sic] still appear in their 
original position. 
 
 

1582 Completion of the monastery at El Escorial. 
 
Between May and December El Greco acted as an interpreter at nine court 
hearings for a seventeen-year-old Athenian servant, Micael Rizo Calcandil, 
who was accused of heresy by the Inquisition in Toledo. The boy was found 
to be innocent. 
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On 16 November, El Greco delivered The Martyrdom of Saint Maurice to the 
Escorial in person. The intervention of an arbitrator was again required, who 
set the price at 800 ducats. The king did not like the painting and ordered it 
to be removed. A replacement was commissioned from the arbitrator, the 
Italian painter Diego de Romulo Cincinnato whose version still hangs at El 
Escorial in the chapel of Saint Maurice. This marked the end to El Greco’s 
hopes of a court appointment. 
 

1584 El Greco received a small payment for designing a frame for El Espolio. 
 

1585 On 9 July El Greco signed a contract with the new warden of Toledo 
Cathedral, Juan Bautista Perez, to build the frame he had designed for El 
Espolio. The contract specified a gilt wood frame with sculptural 
decorations. The frame is lost , but the carved and painted relief sculpture 
from the altarpiece of The Virgin presenting the Chasuble to Saint Ildefonso 
is still in the cathedral. 
 
On 10 September El Greco signed a lease to rent three apartments, including 
the spacious royal quarters, in the ancient palace of the Marques de Villena. 
The palace (now destroyed) was on part of the site now occupied by the 
Paseo del Transito. El Greco continued to live there until at least 1590, and 
again from 1604 onwards. 
 

1586 The Italian painter Federico Zuccaro visited Toledo in about 1586; this may 
have been when he gave El Greco his 1568 edition of Vasari’s Lives which 
El Greco annotated. 
 

1587 Early in the year, the frame for El Espolio was completed; and on 20 
February it was evaluated without incident at just over 570 ducats. 
 

1611     In 1611 the Spanish writer and painter Francisco Pacheco (1564-1644) 
visited El Greco in Toledo; he would later recall the visit in Arte de la 
pintura (published posthumously in 1649). 

 
 

1612   AOn 12 August El Greco and Jorge Manuel purchased a family burial vault in 
the church of Santo Domingo el Antiguo, Toledo. In payment El Greco was 
to build the altar and retable at his own expense  
 

1614     In a document dated 31 March, El Greco, ‘confined to his bed’, affirmed his 
Catholic faith. ‘Unable to make a will’, he gave power of attorney to Jorge 
Manuel Theotokopoulos, ‘my son and of Dona Jeronima de las Cuevas, who 
is a person of honesty and virtue’, to make his testament, arrange his burial 
and pay his debts. He made Jorge Manuel his universal heir, and named as 
his executors his old friend Luis de Castilla, dean of Cuenca Cathedral and 
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Fray Domingo Banegas, a Dominican monk in San Pedro Martir. 
 
 

  p On 7 April El Greco died. The entry in the Book of Burials of the parish of 
Santo Tomé reads: ‘Dominico Greco, on the seventh [of April] Dominico 
Greco died, made no will. Received the sacraments, was buried in Sto 
Domingo el Antiguo, gave mass.’ In the funeral procession, members or the 
Brotherhood of Our Lady of Sorrows from the monastery of San Pedro Matir 
and members of the Brotherhood of Charity accompanied the priests of Santo 
Tomé. A sung mass was performed before El Greco’s Assumption in Santo 
Domingo el Antiguo and three more followed on successive days. Ten 
masses were said at San Pedro Matir and in the Santisima Trinidad where the 
artist’s friend Fray Hortensio Felix Paravicino may have officiated. 

 
The inventory of El Greco’s possessions made by his son Jorge Manuel on 7 
July 1614 included the following items in his studio: 3 easels, (‘tres bancos 
de pintor’), some colours (‘algunos colores’), 143 paintings, mostly finished, 
but with a few mostly primed canvases, four painted as far as the chiaroscuro 
design and some ‘unfinished’ paintings including some works for the 
Hospital of Saint John the Baptist. There were also fifteen plaster model and 
thirty in clay and wax; twenty-seven books in Greek, including philosophy 
and poetry, the Old and New Testaments, the writings of the Church Fathers 
and the proceedings of the Council of Trent; sixty-seven books in Italian, 
seventeen in Spanish and nineteen on architecture; 150 drawings; thirty plans 
(probably for altarpieces); and 200 prints. Jorge Manuel, his first wife 
Alfonsa de los Morales and their ten-year-old son Gabriel continued to live 
in El Greco’s housee [sic]. 
 

  
* Extracted from the Chronology by Xavier Bray and Lois Oliver in El Greco, 

Exh. Cat.; pp.32-41. London; National Gallery, 2003. 
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