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Abstract
On the basis of the conclusions drawn from the technical study of a group of 5 reliquary busts in Vitoria, Spain,
which define a specific typology and can be attributed to an important Central European workshop, we have
undertaken an extensive study to look for similar examples, thoroughly searching museum catalogues, collections
and documentary holdings. The study of 25 further cases scattered around churches and museums in various
countries has enabled us to compare their technical and constructive features and certify 15 additional pieces
manufactured at the same workshop, some of them hitherto unknown. This approach proves to be a decisive
scientific method to determine attribution, particularly in cases where accurate documentary sources are lacking. Our
study has allowed us to explore historical-artistic issues such as authorship, stylistic influences or the nature of
commissions in more detail.

Keywords: Reliquary bust, Saint Ursula, Cologne, non-destructive techniques, constructive technology, sculpture,
Renaissance, Charles V.

Figure 1. View of the five busts held at the Museum of Sacred Art in Vitoria.

Introduction

Five reliquary busts of outstanding quality, dating to the 16th century, which depict martyred
virgins in Saint Ursula’s retinue, are exhibited at the Diocesan Museum of Sacred Art in Vitoria
(Figure 1). These pieces are held on loan from Saint Vincent’s church in Vitoria. They originally
stood beneath five shell-shaped canopies, within a side niche of the plateresque style, at the
former chapel of the Cross or the Eleven Thousand Virgins. The chapel was commissioned as a
family burial site by Ortuño Ibáñez de Aguirre, ‘Oidor’ (Judge) for the Royal Council and the
Inquisition.
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The Alava Provincial Government Restoration Department carried out the initial technical
studies of this set in the late 1990s. At that time, the aim was to study the pieces using nondestructive techniques (X-radiography, endoscopy and tomography), and to avoid more drastic
interventions such as dismantling the sculptures from their settings (Figure 2). These techniques
were combined with other specific tests in order to provide a wealth of information about
different aspects of their execution: their structure, the materials employed, number of elements,
assembly systems, manufacturing stages, etc. The research also enabled the identification of a
very specific typology of reliquary bust, which could then be used for comparison with other
pieces exhibiting similar features, as described by García and Ruiz de Arcaute. [1999a, 1999b,
2000, 2001].

Figure 2. CT Scan slices of Saint Balbina's bust in Vitoria.

Figure 3. Arrangement of the pieces for Saint Balbina's bust
in Vitoria. Digital reconstruction.

Reliquary Busts: Construction Technique
All these busts are carved in oak and are made up of a large number of different pieces. The
sculptor started with a core block, made up of three radially-cut boards of maximum thickness 7
to 8 cm. These were assembled and then finished off to the sides with additional blocks of wood.
The total number of pieces may vary, depending on how complex the figure is, and whether it
includes the arms. Saint Balbina from Vitoria is an example with a total of 14 pieces (Figure 3).
The technique employed for cutting the wood, the substantial narrowing of the boards at one
end and their position “against the grain” to compensate for warping, indicate that dry wood was
used for the carving with the intention of minimising potential wood movement.

Figure 5. Assembly system for the two main elements. Digital
reconstruction.

Figure 4. Detail of tapered wedges inserted in a joint.
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Simple glued joints were used to assemble the different parts, with the occasional wooden peg
being added on the sides for reinforcement, and slivers of wood used to conceal minor defects
and imperfections (Figure 4). The front and the back halves of the busts were hollowed-out
separately, and consequently the edges do not line up perfectly but leave a gap starting at the
head and running all the way down the neck. There is similarly also a gap starting at shoulder
level and running down to few centimetres from the base of the bust. The reliquary bones were
concealed inside, wrapped in pieces of rich fabric some time decorated with gold, embroidery or
sequins. Some fragments remain visible for contemplation. As there was a requirement for the
relics to be seen, each bust had a discreet trap door on top of the head – the shape and size
varying in each case (round, square, rectangular, triangular or hexagonal). Some examples also
include a 'theca' on the chest. In all these examples, almost identical tools and techniques were
used to craft the details and decorative elements.
It seems evident that the relics were placed inside before the busts were completed, or at least
before the two main parts for the front and back were joined. The union of pieces was reinforced
at the neck, shoulders and trunk with wooden pegs, and the priming, gilding and polychromy
were then applied (Figure 5). The figure was finally mounted on a base, secured by a rectangular
block of wood inserted into the base of the bust.

Figure 6. Detail of the gap down the side joints. Reliquary
bust in Astorga.

Figure 7. Detail view of the finish on the sculpture. Bust No.
005224-000. MNAC, Barcelona.

The simplicity and finesse of the polychrome finish on these carved pieces is remarkable,
particularly as regards the embroidered fabrics and decorated headdresses. The decoration was
applied over a thin preparation layer of calcium carbonate bound with animal glue. Mordant leaf
gilding was used for the golden robes and hair, with silver leaf used for some decorative
elements. The gold or silver leaf was laid over a ground layer containing ochres and minimum
pigments bound in oil. The remaining skin tones and decorations are rendered in oil paint, except
for the cases of azurite blue on the bases, which is applied with a glue binder. This distinctive
workmanship is well known and is characteristic of Central European workshops, rather than
those of Spain.
Most of the features described above are visible to the naked eye. This is particularly true for the
structural aspects, such as the gaps where the parts join, which tend to split open, and the peg
heads, which tend to stick out, etc. (Figure 6). As a result, identification of the reliquary busts
made using this construction system is relatively easy.
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Correlating the Busts: Research and Analysis
The conclusions of these initial studies were the starting point for a more extensive research. We
have searched museum and collection catalogues, documentary records, online information
(websites and blogs) and visited a number of examples, to enable direct input [1]. In addition to
the Vitoria busts, the analyses have covered a total of 25 busts, all exhibiting similar features, with
some listed below as references, and further examples discovered during our research.
The group discussed here includes 15 that undoubtedly came from the workshop that produced
the Vitoria set. They are: the four held at The Cloisters Collection, Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York; one at Los Angeles Country Museum of Art; the bishop saint at the Bode-Museum in
Berlin; the bust from the Saviour’s Chapel in Úbeda; two held at the Pilgrim Trails Museum in
Astorga; two at the Catalonian Art Museum in Barcelona; two recently discovered at the church
in Joarilla de las Matas; and two other busts of bishops at the Shrine of Our Lady of Charity in
Sanlúcar de Barrameda, which originally were from Sanlúcar de Barrameda. The last two are since
lost and although documentary references were used for the purposes of this study they appear
very similar to the Berlin example. With the five pieces in Vitoria and another three that
disappeared from the Saviour’s Chapel in Úbeda, during the Spanish Civil War [2], we propose
that all 23 works were crafted by the same hands.
Table 1: Reliquary Busts
Name
St. Balbina
Holy Virgin
Holy Virgin
Holy Virgin
Holy Virgin
One of the 11,000 virgins
One of the 11,000 virgins
St. Aurelia
One of the 11,000 virgins
One of the 11,000 virgins
Saint Bishop
Saint Bishop
Holy Virgin
Holy Virgin
Reliquary Bust
Female saint
Female saint
St. Balbina
Companion of St. Ursula
Saint Bishop

Registration No.
311
312
309
310
491

Location

Vitoria
Vitoria
Vitoria
Vitoria
Vitoria
Astorga
Astorga
Ubeda
Joarilla
Joarilla
Sanlúcar
Sanlúcar
005224-000
Barcelona
005220-000
Barcelona
William Randolph Hearst Collection Los Angeles
(48.24.19)
59.70
New York
1976.89
New York
67.155.23
New York
17.190.728
New York
2/61 (116)
Berlin

Height
58
47
46.4
48.5
46.6
44
43
39.5
45
47
65.5
64
43.7
46.5
41.91
42.4
51.1
44.5
45.4
72.5

Dimensions (cm)
Width
Depth
39
17/23
35
17/23
34
17/25
37
18/25
31
17/25
38
17
37
18
34
22
39
21
39
20
37
16
38.5
16.5
31.4
17.3
40
19
38.10
17.78
32.4
36.2
40.6

15.9
16.8
15.9

In a number of these cases, both the context and the relics are now missing. Although they all
seem to come from churches in Spain, information on their origin was lost when they were sold
in the late 19th or early 20th century, to collectors such as William Randolph Hearst, S. Carlton
Clark, J. Pierport Morgan or Lluís Plandiura i Pou. Many busts have also totally or partially lost
their bases, undergone alteration, mutilation or overpainting, but they all present the same basic
construction and highly similar measurements (Table 1) – except for the elements that make up
those with arms and hands, like the five cases in Vitoria, the one in Berlin, or the two missing
from Úbeda. In spite of these differences, the idea that they all came from one single Central
European workshop is further reinforced by the fact that they all possess a highly characteristic
and very narrow profile, exquisite crafting of details, even on the back, and in every case, the
carving and polychromy expresses very similar ornamental details (bows, pendants, necklaces,
broaches and gems) that replicate designs and decorations on fabrics and headdresses. One of the
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Barcelona busts was stripped to the bare wood in the past. It was particularly interesting to
appreciate the fine workmanship of the carving on this bust and it confirmed the soundness of
our initial conclusions regarding the nature of their construction (Figure 7).
The remaining ten cases in our study area include the bust at the Gogwin-Ternbach Museum in
New York, one at the Musée Goya in Castres, one at the National Museum Colegio de San
Gregorio in Valladolid, one at the Fine Arts Museum in Bilbao, two busts at the Frederic Marès
Museum in Barcelona, and two at the Cathedral Museum in Ávila that are noteworthy for their
high quality and for bearing an inscription revealing their German origin [3]. There are also two
examples only studied from documents: one from Our Lady of Charity Church in Sanlúcar de
Barrameda, and a second one from a private collection. This groups share some stylistic features,
but they differ in quality, materials and techniques, and were clearly manufactured at a different
workshop. However, these works were systematically connected in the literature, frequently
leading to historic confusion and errors about their origin.
Attributions of Authorship
The comparison of the features of technique and construction has allowed us to establish that
there was a specific individual workshop, which was producing pieces that we can differentiate
from other artists or workshops. This opens up our study to include a discussion of historical and
artistic issues, such as authorship, stylistic influences or the nature of these commissions.
Furthermore, our work was focussed on the issue of origin. Although this type of work is
attributed by many sources to workshops in Flanders, Brabant or probably Brussels [Enciso
1968, Steppe 1985], a German origin (perhaps Cologne) has also been occasionally considered.
[Apráiz 1914] This range of opinions has mainly been based on stylistic aspects, given the limited
documentary sources and lack of thorough historical studies. There are no commissioning
contracts or signatures. Texts and opinions from the past have, consequently, been used to
support this controversy.
According to some authors, Flemish attribution would be based on the ‘excellent’ quality of the
pieces. The similarity between one of the Vitoria busts and the tomb with Mary of Burgundy’s
recumbent effigy in Bruges would support this. The rich robes and jewellery on the busts are
mentioned as characteristic of Burgundian court circles, which had a major influence on Flemish
art and on the close links between Spain and Flanders during that period. However, there is a
seeming contradiction when Steppe, one of the main defenders of this theory, maintains that four
of the five carvings in Vitoria come from a workshop in Brabant, with the fifth one dating from
five or ten years later, and originating from Cologne. He states that their headdresses are typical
of those found in the Rhine area around 1500, and that Spanish dignitaries would have often
purchased reliquary busts in the Netherlands, especially in the Rhineland, Cologne and Trier
areas. [Steppe 1985, 518-519]
The iconography of the pieces we studied would support an argument in favour of a German
origin, as legends hold that they were martyred in Cologne with Saint Ursula as part of her
retinue. Furthermore, it is well documented that Emperor Charles V frequently passed through
Cologne and, on one occasion, purchased four heads of the Eleven Thousand Virgins from
Cologne, together with a certificate of authenticity for the relics. He subsequently gave these as a
gift to his secretary, Don Francisco de Cobos. The ‘Annales Colonienses’ tell us that the king
travelled with his large entourage of counsellors and noblemen and visited Saint Ursula’s church
in the city. It also tells us how these trips brought many relics from Cologne to Spain. [Ferreiro
1991] We can also verify that those pieces in our study, where the context has been preserved,
actually did belong to important people in the emperor’s closest circle [4]. This connection is
further illustrated in the four medallions carved on the bishop’s mitre on the Bode – Museum
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example, where Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar are matched on one side, with emperors
Maximilian I and Charles V on the other (Figure 8).
In any case, the fact that Flemish sculpture of the period was of higher quality than German
pieces cannot be an argument, as highly relevant examples can be found in both cases, and much
evidence exists for mutual stylistic influences. Regarding this subject, a mention should be made
of outstanding works by sculptors who were active at that time, like Tilman Riemenschneider,
Conrad Meit, Michel Erhart, or Tilman van der Burch, who was originally Flemish but settled in
a Cologne workshop.

Figure 8. Alexander the Great with Caesar and Maximilian I with Charles V. Miter Berlin bishop.

Specialists have not managed to fully agree when dating these works. Once again, stylistic
considerations, such as costume typology or decorative elements, have been put forward to date
some pieces in the early 16th century and others in 1530. It is true that some clothing seems to
date clearly from the Renaissance period, whereas other cases appear Gothic and archaic.
However, the naturalism of these figures would seem to be the most logical explanation, in an
attempt to distinguish different characters on the basis of their age and to dress them accordingly.
We mentioned how Steppe establishes a different origin and date for one of the Vitoria busts,
based on differences in clothing, whereas our technical analysis clearly shows it to be part of the
set. Although these reliquary busts depict saints, their realistic faces, the differences according to
age, and the rich variety of robes and headdresses, make us wonder if they might in fact be
portraits of people close to the commissioner and therefore conforming to the humanistic taste
fashionable in the court of Charles V. The tradition of the Renaissance court portrait might have
been influential for these works. More particularly, artists like Pietro di Torrigiano spread the
influence of these busts from the Italian Quattrocento to courts around Europe in the 16th
century. Some good examples include his busts of John Fischer, Bishop of Rochester, at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, and of Henry VII at the Victoria and Albert Museum, the two
busts of Charles V by Conrad Meit held at the Stadsmuseum in Ghent and the Gruuthuse
museum in Bruges, the Bust of Cardinal Duprat from the Musée du Louvre, and another bust of
Charles V from the National Sculpture Museum in Valladolid, whose author is unknown.
Given the quality of this select group of reliquary busts and the social background of the people
who commissioned their production, we believe they must have been produced at a workshop of
the finest standing during the reign of Emperor Charles V (1520–1558). In the absence of further
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documentary information, it would seem appropriate to date all these busts to that period. In any
case, given the techniques used on these pieces, which display the radial cuts on the oak board of
the base, it would not prove difficult to settle this issue using a dendrochronological analysis.
Conclusions:
For many years we have studied and consequently identified a select group of reliquary busts that
are currently scattered around various museums and churches across Europe and the United
States. They have been distinguished on the basis of the craft techniques employed and, most
particularly, on the key features defining their construction. After an initial study based on nondestructive methods, we have established a very specific typology and confirmed that 23 pieces
were most probably produced by the same hands. We have also clarified some aspects connected
with the origin of these works.
These pieces, designed to hold relics of Saint Ursula's retinue, were undoubtedly commissioned
by people close to Emperor Charles V, and were produced at an important workshop, probably
located in the Rhine area. In this case, the method of studying the technical and technological
aspects has been fundamental to further defining attribution. It has worked not so much as an
additional element to historical and stylistic studies but rather as a conclusive tool to determine
that these carvings belong to a specific workshop, and that similar contemporary examples were
manufactured using different techniques and were therefore that produced by other workshops.
Finally, we feel that the need for such work, and the benefits of this approach are clearly
demonstrated by this example, in which our study was based on a comparison of constructive
and technical typologies. This is particularly the case when documentary sources are lacking or
not sufficiently precise.
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Endnotes
1. Technical visits were made in Spain to Úbeda, Ávila, Astorga, Barcelona, Bilbao, Valladolid, Simancas and Joarilla
de las Matas and abroad to New York, Paris, Berlin and Cologne.
2. Only one has been preserved, identified as Saint Aurelia, but there were originally four (some sources name them
as belonging to Saint Aurelia, Saint Ursula, Saint Pinosa and Saint Gregoria, whereas others mention Saint Marta,
Saint Benedicta, Saint Paula and Saint Edigia.
3. ‘Esta Virgen traxo de Alemania el doctor Luis Dávila et de Lobera, médico de la Magestae cuyas armas son estas...’.
4. Apart from the four figures from the Holy Chapel in Úbeda, given by Charles V to Francisco de los Cobos, the
two busts held at the Pilgrim Trails Museum in Astorga and originally from Trinity Chapel at the Collegiate Church
in Villafranca del Bierzo belonged to Don Pedro de Toledo, Marquis of Villafranca and Viceroy of Naples during
Charles V's reign; the five from Vitoria came from the family chapel commissioned by the emperor's counsellor, don
Hortuño Ibañez de Aguirre; the two busts from the Shrine of Our Lady of Charity in Sanlúcar de Barrameda,
belonged to the House of Dukes of Medina Sidonia, another important family close to the Emperor.
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