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In 1957 the eminent art historian José María de Azcárate published an article dedicated to 
the master mason Antón Egas (doc. 1475–ca. 1531). Azcárate’s reconstruction of Antón 
Egas’s life and works briefly considers the Epiphany Chapel in the presbytery of San An-
drés, a parish church in Toledo (Fig. 8.1), and the Franciscan convent of Santa María 

de Jesús in Torrijos, destroyed in 
the nineteenth century.2  While 
both buildings are scarcely docu-
mented, Azcárate attributes them 
to Antón Egas on the basis of their 
visible or documented similarity 
to San Juan de los Reyes (Fig. 
8.2), the Toledan convent esta-
blished by the Spanish monarchs 
Isabella and Ferdinand shortly 
after the battle of Toro (1476), a 
decisive event in the War of Suc-
cession that eventually confirmed 
Isabella’s accession to the throne of 
Castile.3  
	 Initially overseen by the ad-
ministrator (mayordomo) Mendo 
de Jahén, the master mason Juan 
Guas, and his long-time collabo-
rator Egas Cueman, the construc-
tion of the convent—especially 
the cloisters and the church’s east 
end and crossing dome—was 
completed by Cueman’s sons En-
rique and Antón Egas after Guas’s 
death in 1496.4  Built by some of 

Fig. 8.1
Church of San 
Andrés, Toledo, 
interior looking 
east towards 
the Epiphany 
Chapel (church 
constructed in the 
second half of the 
twelfth century; 
nave reconstructed 
1630–7. Epiphany 
Chapel established 
1503, probably 
built in the 1510s).

Fig. 8.2
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, interior 
looking east 
(convent established 
in 1477, church 
completed ca. 
1503).
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the leading architects of the late 
fifteenth century, and conceived 
in thanks for the victory at Toro, 
San Juan de los Reyes was charged 
with great political and religious 
significance from its inception. It 
was dedicated to Isabella’s patron 
saint, John the Evangelist, and in-
habited by the Observant Francis-
can order, which played a role in 
the Catholic Monarchs’ attempts 
to achieve religious reform.5  San 
Juan de los Reyes was also ini-
tially conceived as a pantheon 
for the royal couple, a function 
transferred to the Capilla Real in 
Granada after the conquest of the 
city in 1492.6  During the war 
that preceded this conquest, the 
Monarchs decorated the exterior 
of the convent with the chains 
of liberated Christian prisoners, 
turning it into a monument to 
their military success.7  As David 
Nogales has recently suggested, 
the celebration and memorialisa-
tion of the convent’s royal foun-
ders was further articulated in the 
conventual library, richly endowed with panegyrics and other political and historical texts 
favourable to the royal couple.8  
	 Given the list of outstanding craftsmen employed in the construction of San Juan 
de los Reyes and the strength of the Catholic Monarchs’ personal involvement in its esta-
blishment and endowment, it is perhaps not surprising that the convent, and its church in 
particular, should have served as architectural model for other sites. In their evident imi-
tation of San Juan de los Reyes, Santa María de Jesús and the Epiphany Chapel can thus 
be considered as particularly remarkable examples of a wider phenomenon, one which 
has so far received only scant scholarly attention.9  Azcárate only mentioned it in passing 
and focused exclusively on questions of authorship. For him, architectural similarities 
among the three sites resulted from the close personal relationship between Antón Egas 
and Juan Guas, which encouraged the repetition of successful models established by the 
older artist.10  However, due to the absence of documentary evidence, neither Santa María 
de Jesús nor the Epiphany Chapel can firmly be attributed to either architect. Attempting 
to circumvent this absence and deepen our understanding of the phenomenon, this essay 
will explore architectural imitation from the perspective of patronage. 
 	 Information on the design and construction of Santa María de Jesús and the Epi-
phany Chapel may be limited, but both buildings were commissioned by eminent figures 
at the royal court whose biography and aspirations are relatively well documented. Des-
troyed in the nineteenth century, Santa María de Jesús offers limited possibilities of ana-
lysis. Introducing it as a revealing comparison, I will here focus instead on the Epiphany 
Chapel in order to sketch a portrait of the social and personal circumstances which may 
have led an early sixteenth-century patron to commission a building modelled on San 
Juan de los Reyes. As I will argue, the design of the chapel draws on that of the convent be-

Fig. 8.3
Church of San 
Andrés, Toledo 

(church constructed 
in the second half 

of the twelfth 
century; bell tower 
completed 1759).
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cause the latter contained a flexible range of ideologically charged design elements which 
could be adapted to promote the personal achievements and dynastic aspirations of the 
chapel’s patron Francisco de Rojas, while mediating between his individual decisions and 
the conflicting interests of his family. 

Wonderful Emulation: Santa María De Jesús

	 Little survives of Santa María de Jesús, the richly endowed convent established in 
1492 by Gutierre Cárdenas and Teresa Enríquez.11  The foundation nevertheless offers an 
ideal starting point for my discussion, as its connection with San Juan de los Reyes was 
explicitly acknowledged in a history of the Franciscan order written in 1587 by Francesco 
Gonzaga, General Minister of the Observant Friars. Discussing the piety of the convent’s 
patrons and the expense of its construction, Gonzaga exclaims: 

What could then be more wonderful [than this convent], which is not sur-
passed in any way by any other Franciscan house, not even San Juan de los 
Reyes in Toledo, according to which model, not to say emulation, it was 
built?12 

 
	 While Francesco Gonzaga does not explicitly attribute the decision to copy San 
Juan de los Reyes to Santa María de Jesús’s patrons, his discussion of the site is entirely 
focused on their praiseworthy munificence, desire to be buried within the convent, and 
furnishings which they commissioned for the foundation, suggesting that he interpreted 
the architectural imitation of San Juan de los Reyes in terms of patrons and their choices. 
	 Indeed, a brief summary of these patrons’ biographies reveals persuasive reasons 
for copying the Toledan convent. Always a loyal supporter of Isabella, Gutierre was a 
central figure at court, holding the offices of chief treasurer (contador mayor), comman-
der-in-chief (comendador mayor) of the military order of Santiago for the province of León, 
and distinguishing himself for his courage during the war against Granada.13  His wife, 

Fig. 8.4
Church of San 
Andrés, Toledo, east 
end in its urban 
context (Epiphany 
Chapel established 
1503, probably 
built in the 1510s).
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Fig. 8.5
Plans of San Juan 
de los Reyes (left) 

and San Andrés 
(right).

Teresa Enríquez, became one of Isabella’s closest ladies-in-waiting.14  Teresa was known for 
her great devotion, earning the nickname ‘mad for the Sacrament’ (loca del Sacramento) 
from Pope Julius II on account of her devotion to the Host.15  Following the death of her 
husband in 1503, she ensured the completion of the convent and fulfilled her husband’s 
dying wishes, including the commission of rich sepulchres which survived the destruction 
of Santa María de Jesús and are now located in Torrijos’ collegiate church. As requested by 
Gutierre’s will, the sepulchres are carved in marble, and his recumbent effigy is decorated 
with the Cross of Santiago.16  
	 Studying the Epiphany Chapel in San Andrés through the lens of patronage will 
reveal several commonalities with Santa María de Jesús, namely a personal link to the 
Catholic Monarchs and the papacy; a personal experience of warfare; and a connection to 
Santiago and the other military orders. These similarities help to explain why two appa-
rently contrasting buildings—one a ‘rural’ convent, the other the principal chapel of an 
urban parish church—both copy the same model. 

Compare and Contrast: San Andrés and San Juan de los Reyes

Seen from the square in front of its main entrance, San Andrés appears like one of many 
twelfth-century brick-and-rubble churches typical of Toledo (Fig. 8.3).17  Like San Román 
and San Lucas, it does not have buttresses and its low nave remains covered with a woo-
den roof, in spite of significant seventeenth-century reconstruction.18  In contrast, the 
Epiphany Chapel at the building’s east end makes a strong statement in its urban context. 
Although located in the presbytery of the parish church, this chapel was conceived as a pri-
vate funerary space. Built in finely cut stone, it has robust buttresses and is strikingly taller 
than many surrounding structures (Fig. 8.4). The Epiphany Chapel was likely the fourth 
ashlar building to be erected in the city, preceded by the cathedral, San Juan de los Reyes, 
and the Hospital de Santa Cruz, the latter begun around 1503.19  The idiosyncratic nature 
of working in stone in this city is expressed in the structure of the heraldic decoration and 
window openings on the chapel’s exterior: these elements are carved in more expensive, 
whiter limestone, inserted in the granite wall without structural continuity.20  The contrast 
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of forms and materials is particularly noteworthy on the inside, where a large pointed arch 
marks the rupture between the Gothic crossing and apse, and the basilican nave with its 
horseshoe arches (See Fig. 8.1). 
	 With its stone structure, so unusual in its local context, the Epiphany Chapel 

in San Andrés echoes the striking architec-
tural splendour of San Juan de los Reyes, 
which did not fail to impress visitors. For 
example, in 1495 the German traveller Hie-
ronymus Münzer remarked that the convent 
was ‘built … newly so finely with cut and 
squared stone that it is a wonder.’21  Beyond 
this general resonance, the Epiphany Cha-
pel has a number of clear design similarities 
with San Juan de los Reyes. The east end of 
both churches is a shallow pentagonal apse 
attached to non-projecting, rectangular tran-
septs (Fig. 8.5), although the crossing of San 
Juan de los Reyes is marked by a dome (Fig. 
8.6) much grander than the vault of San 
Andrés (Fig. 8.7). Notably, San Juan de los 
Reyes’s plan design was also reproduced in 
the Capilla Real in Granada, whose construc-
tion was completed around 1517 by Enrique 
Egas, Antón Egas’s brother and collabora-
tor.22  Significantly, this ground plan differs 
from the trefoil-shaped design introduced in 

Fig. 8.6
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, vaults 
of the east end, 
transept and 
crossing dome 
(convent established 
in 1477, church 
completed ca. 
1503).

Fig. 8.7
Church of San 
Andrés, Toledo, 
vaults of Epiphany 
Chapel (established 
1503, probably 
built in the 1510s).
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the second half of the fifteenth century by Juan Guas and associates at the monastery of El 
Parral, a foundation established by King Enrique IV in the late 1440s and then transfor-
med into a private funerary chapel by the Pachecos, close allies of this king and powerful 
opponents of Isabella during the War of Succession.23  As explored by Begoña Alonso 
Ruíz, the innovative trefoil plan of El Parral would cast an influence of its own on the de-
sign of several sixteenth-century presbyteries with a funerary destination.24 Consideration 
of design and politics suggest that these two chains of architectural imitation were parallel 
and even competing phenomena.
	 In addition to significant similarities in their ground plan, the Epiphany Chapel 
and San Juan de los Reyes share several decorative details. While the quantity of heraldic 
decoration on the convent’s walls far surpasses that of San Andrés, both feature analogous 

Fig. 8.8.
Church of San 

Andrés, Toledo, 
detail of the apse, 
Epiphany Chapel 

(established 1503, 
probably built in 

the 1510s).

Fig. 8.9
Convent of San 

Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, detail of the 

east end (convent 
established in 1477, 

church completed 
ca. 1503).
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Fig. 8.10
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, Portada 
del Pelícano (late 
fifteenth century, 
moved to its present 
location in the mid-
twentieth century).

inscriptions which extend 
along all the walls. Each 
inscription is designed to 
angle around the altar-
piece, forming an archi-
tectural frame (Figs. 8.8 
and 8.9).25  The Epiphany 
Chapel’s altarpiece and 
inscription are crowned 
by a cross (Fig. 8.8) with 
rich decoration that re-
calls the one once deco-
rating the entrance to San 
Juan de los Reyes’s cloister 
(Fig. 8.10).26  In the cha-
pel, the base of the cross 
features the Five Wounds 
of Christ and is compa-
rable in design to the coat 
of arms of the Franciscan 
Observants carved above 
the doorway leading from 
church to cloister in San 
Juan de los Reyes (Fig. 
8.11). The crosses and 
coats of arms are closely 
comparable in their de-
tail, as is the foliage deco-
rating the pilasters in both 
churches (Figs. 8.12 and 
8.13). The altarpieces in 
each are flanked by empty 

niches (Figs. 8.14 and 8.15), perhaps intended to contain sculptures.27  The east end of 
both churches originally featured three altars, still present at San Andrés and known to 
have existed at San Juan de los Reyes, thanks to a royal document of 1534 and a ground 
plan made that year for an Inquisition trial.28  
	 The plan of 1534 shows a sepulchre in the centre of the crossing at San Juan de 
los Reyes, probably the proxy catafalque installed by Charles V in memory of his grand-
mother Isabella. Documents referring to its upkeep reveal that this was a semi-temporary 
wooden structure draped with carpets of black velvet and covered by a velvet baldachin.29  
Although the crossing of this church was never occupied by stone sepulchres, temporary 
structures were erected there for funerals and anniversaries. Similar possibilities existed at 
San Andrés, where the contract signed between the chapel’s patron Francisco de Rojas and 
the church’s curate on 7 January 1504 acknowledged that funerary monuments might be 
placed before the high altar.30  Such sepulchres were indeed provided for in the second will 
of Francisco’s brother, Alonso de Escobar y Rojas, drawn up in 1531.31  However, they 
were then explicitly forbidden by the regulations he introduced in 1533, and no tombs 
were erected there in the sixteenth century.32  Members of the family could be buried in 
the crypt of the chapel and commission monuments in some of the arcosolia on the sides 
of the church, but the central space was reserved for temporary structures, notably the 
‘coffin covered with brocade’ around which Alonso de Escobar wished his funeral and 
memorials to take place.33  In both churches, the architectural structure was completed by 
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Fig. 8.11
Convent of San 

Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, detail of the 

doorway leading 
from the church 

to the cloister (late 
fifteenth century).

fittings and ceremonial displays that are all but lost today.

A Complex Foundation

	 This short discussion of funerary practices at San Andrés has referred to the cha-
pel’s patron, Francisco de Rojas, and his brother, Alonso de Escobar, and to one of their 
many changes of mind on matters of construction and design. Such wavering is typical 
of the Epiphany Chapel’s institutional history, partly complicated by the coexistence of 
long- and short-distance patronage.
 	 Francisco de Rojas, patron of the Epiphany Chapel, served a long career as ambas-
sador for the Catholic Monarchs. Between 1488 and 1507, he was almost uninterruptedly 
absent from Spain. He resided in Italy, mainly at the papal court, from 1501 to 1507 when 
the most important steps for the creation of the Epiphany Chapel took place.34  Francis-
co’s brother Alonso de Escobar thus made decisions and carried out negotiations on site. 
For example, it was Alonso who signed the contract of 7 January 1504 with the church’s 
curate, had it confirmed by the church’s parishioners (5 January 1505), and convinced 
Toledo’s civic authorities to allow the chapel to extend over a nearby street (20 May 1504), 
a potentially complex matter in a city as built-up as Toledo.35  
	 Yet, in spite of his commitments abroad, Francisco was not a passive patron. He 
used his privileged position at the papal court to obtain the bulls that made the chapel 
possible: first, the authorisation to establish a chapel, endow it with vacant benefits from 
Toledo Cathedral and nominate chaplains (26 December 1503); second, permission to be 
buried outside the convent of Calatrava la Nueva and to dispose freely of his possessions, 
disregarding the regulations of the Order of Calatrava, of which he was a member (21 
August 1504); third, several confirmations of these rights, which had been challenged by 
the cathedral and the order.36  He not only made essential contributions to the econo-
mic and liturgical endowment of the chapel, but also decisions regarding its appearance: 
Alonso de Escobar’s second will (1537) reveals that Francisco had returned from Rome 
with blocks of marble and porphyry to be transformed into the chapel’s pulpit and sepul-
chres.37  Francisco’s activity increased after his return to Toledo, as he commissioned three 
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altarpieces for the chapel from the painters Juan de Borgoña and Antonio de Comontes, 
and exchanged letters with the ironworker Juan Francés, who made an iron grille commis-
sioned by Francisco for the convent of Calatrava la Nueva and probably also worked at 
San Andrés.38 
	 Combining short- and long-distance patronage required compromise: Francisco’s 
initial petition to the pope and his positive reply do not seem to require that the chapel 
of the Epiphany be located in the presbytery of San Andrés.39  Although Rojas may have 
aspired to this prime location, the idea of establishing his chapel in San Andrés’s east end 
may have been promoted by the curate and parishioners. This is suggested by the confir-
mation of 5 January 1505, which expands on the wording of the 1504 contract, to frame 
Francisco de Rojas’s foundation as a charitable solution to overcrowding in the church, 
and especially in the apse. As underlined in the confirmation, such expansion involved 
the purchase of houses located east of the church and was beyond the economic means of 
the parish alone.40  It is perhaps such a juxtaposition of local and distant interests which 
resulted in the unusual difference in dedication between the church of San Andrés and its 
presbytery. 
	 While Francisco’s endowment may have solved overcrowding in the parish, trans-
forming San Andrés’s high chapel was beset with challenges of its own. The houses existing 
on the site were owned by another religious institution, the Colegio de Santa Catalina, 
and their purchase required complex negotiations and two papal authorisations which 
dragged on until 1512.41  Moreover, the existing chapel was under the patronage of a 
Francisco Suárez, whose family initially refused to sell. The lengthy and fraught process of 
purchasing the site and obtaining permission to translate the corpses of Francisco Suárez’s 
parents, buried in the chapel, extended until 1514.42  

Fig. 8.12
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, detail of 
foliage decoration 
on the crossing 
piers (late fifteenth 
century).
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	 Such complex bureaucracy delayed construction, and the institutional and archi-
tectural history of the chapel is one of fits and starts, with many questions still to be answe-
red despite Paulina López Pita’s detailed studies.43  For example, how is it possible that, in 
1513, Francisco had already commissioned the making and fitting of the Epiphany Cha-
pel’s altarpieces when he only acquired the chapel space from the Suárez family in 1514? 
Questions such as this are probably unanswerable due to the loss of the documents seen 
by Rafael Ramírez de Arellano and Verardo García Rey in the church’s archive in the early 
twentieth century.44  The wider context in which the chapel was created can nonetheless 
be reconstructed through the wills of Francisco de Rojas’s parents and brothers (Fig. 8.16) 
preserved at the Archivo Histórico Nacional in Madrid. Although not unknown to scho-
lars, the wills have never before been used to illuminate the chapel’s architecture. While 
several questions remain unanswered regarding the foundation and construction of the 
chapel, examining these wills and Rojas’s correspondence, now in the Salazar Collection of 
the Real Academia de la Historia, reveals why the Epiphany Chapel is so closely modelled 
on San Juan de los Reyes. 

Blood Ties and Bloodshed

	 Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo’s mid-sixteenth-century Batallas y quinquagenas 
portrays Francisco de Rojas as a self-made man, successful thanks to his virtue and special 
relationship with the Catholic Monarchs.45  Studies have consequently emphasised Rojas’s 
role as the founder of a dynasty established on the entailed estate (mayorazgo) of Layos.46  
Yet the desire to establish a dynasty was already a feature of the wills of Francisco de Rojas’s 
parents, Alonso de Cáceres and Marina de Rojas. In 1465, they bequeathed to Francisco, 
their eldest child, a mejoria (a share of inheritance additional to the amount required by 
law), based on the revenue of their pasture land (dehesa) in Villamejor.47  Inherited accor-
ding to rules similar to those of a mayorazgo, the mejoria constituted a custom equivalent 
to the mayorazgo before it was officially instituted in 1505.48  The estate was part of Marina 
de Rojas’s dowry, and its evident importance for the family’s economic aspirations may 
have determined the continuing use of the Rojas name and arms by Francisco de Rojas 
and his brothers.49  
	 Francisco was thus emulating his parents’ actions when, in 1513, he established 
the two mayorazgos of Móstoles and Layos, the latter tied to the patronage of the Epiphany 

Fig. 8.13
Church of San 

Andrés, Toledo, 
details of foliage 

decoration on the 
piers of the east end 

(probably 1510s).



169168 Costanza Beltrami

Chapel.50  Neither mayorazgo was intended for Francisco’s own descendants as he did not 
marry. Around 1487, the Catholic Monarchs had rewarded Francisco’s first diplomatic 
services with the estates of Mestanza, Puertollano, Almodóvar del Campo, and Aceca, 
which belonged to the Order of Calatrava, an order which required its members to remain 
celibate.51  He therefore always intended the mayorazgos to support the descendants of his 
brothers Alonso de Escobar and Juan de Rojas.52  Francisco’s success as a diplomat close to 
the Monarchs had clearly translated into significant personal wealth. Such circumstances 
may have led his mother to reconsider the size of her son’s inheritance. After the death 
of her husband, sometime between 1492 and 1498, Marina de Rojas added four codicils 
to her will, each expressing yet another change of heart as to whether Francisco should 
really be favoured with the mejoria. She eventually resolved to let him enjoy it during his 
lifetime, as, being celibate, he could not have any legitimate heirs.53  
	 Marina de Rojas’s codicils also reveal a growing preference for Alonso de Escobar. 
They explicitly praise Alonso as her ever-present son who helped her greatly and honestly 
during her old age, and single out various financial rewards to thank him for his affection.54  
Marina further indicates, implicitly, her greater respect for Alonso by referring to him as 
‘commander’ (comendador), by virtue of his position in the Order of Santiago. In contrast, 
Francisco is not given the same title, although by the time the codicils were written he held 
the same status within the Order of Calatrava.55  The same title is consistently used for 
their father, also a commander of the Order of Santiago, suggesting that membership of 
this order may have been a matter of family identity for the Rojas. This is underscored by 

a codicil added in 1475 to 
Alonso de Cáceres’s will. 
In this note he requested 
that the golden scal-
lop shell of his uniform 
should no longer go to his 
daughter Inés, as he had 
previously wished, but to 
his son Alonso, since, like 
his father, he had become 
a knight and comman-
der of the order. Alonso 
should additionally inhe-
rit his father’s copy of the 
order’s regulations and 
other documents, which 
would enable him to learn 
how to be a good knight.56  
The tradition would conti-
nue in later generations, 
as most of Francisco’s 
recorded descendants—
from Antonio de Rojas in 
the late sixteenth century 
to Joseph de Rojas Panto-
ja in the seventeenth—are 
connected to the Order of 
Santiago.57 
	 Alonso de Cá-
ceres’s will made other 
significant testamentary 

Fig. 8.14
Church of San 
Andrés, Toledo, 
Epiphany Chapel, 
north wall of the 
apse (established 
1503, probably 
built in the 1510s).
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donations to his children. Alonso de 
Escobar would also receive some of 
his father’s military equipment, na-
mely a steel crossbow, a cuirass, leg 
armour and helmet. Similar gifts of 
military character were made to four 
of his six male sons, not all of whom 
would reach maturity. For example, 
Diego received his father’s tent and 
various weapons, including another 
crossbow. Some sons also received 
specific books. Pedro was left a 
sword, a crossbow, a cuirass, a copy 
of Boethius’s De consolatione, a book 
on household management and one 
on agriculture. Only Juan and Fran-
cisco de Rojas did not receive speci-
fic arms. With respect to books, the 
latter was left a richly bound Latin 
breviary, perhaps in acknowledge-
ment of the studies at which he ex-
celled in his youth.58  In spite of its 
rich binding, Francisco’s Latin bre-
viary seems somewhat impersonal 
when compared to the more speci-
fic donations made to his brothers. 
Alonso de Cáceres does not seem to 
have taken into account that Francisco was also training to be a knight: he left for his first 
military campaign in 1475, the same year that Alonso composed his will.59  Perhaps the 
choice of donations suggests the dissatisfaction of Alonso de Cáceres and Marina de Rojas 
with a career which had not begun as they had hoped. While this can only be speculation, 
what is certain from the list of gifts is that the first generation of the Rojas family had a 
strong military ethos which conditioned the aspirations and occupations of all members of 
the family. Indeed, when writing to King Ferdinand around 1513 to ask for benefices, an 
old and ill Francisco reminded the sovereign not only of his own diplomatic activity, but 
also of the whole family’s participation in the War of Granada, and in particular of their 
role in the conquest of Loja, where his brother Juan was gravely wounded and his brother 
Martín killed and cut into pieces by the enemy.60 
	 Collectively, this summary of Francisco’s biography and of the expectations his pa-
rents placed on him reveals several contradictions: the founder of a dynasty who could not 
marry; a successful son favoured by the Catholic Monarchs but perhaps not by his own 
parents; a knight who inherited books rather than arms. Constructing the family chapel 
on the model of San Juan de los Reyes—a building which he could have seen almost com-
pleted while in Castile between 1497 and 1501—Francisco could express and mediate 
these contradictions.

Copying San Juan de los Reyes

	 Most explicitly, choosing San Juan de los Reyes as a model enabled Francisco to 
express his personal connection to the Catholic Monarchs, one founded on the letters of 
trust written by the Monarchs for their ambassador and substantiated by the intense epis-
tolary exchange between Francisco and King Ferdinand during the former’s second stay in 

Fig. 8.15
Convent of San 

Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, north wall 

of the apse (convent 
established in 1477, 

church completed 
ca. 1503).
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Rome (1501–7).61  As noted above, San Juan de los Reyes was a royal foundation of great 
importance to its patrons. This personal connection was clearly articulated in the buil-
ding’s rich heraldic decoration: the joint coat of arms of Aragon-Castile, created after the 
marriage of Isabella and Ferdinand (and never previously used by any Iberian monarch), 
their personal devices of the yoke and arrow (Fig. 8.17) and the joint representation of 
their initials on the piers of the crossing (Fig. 8.18).62  These arms and devices referred 
to Ferdinand and Isabella individually, rather than through their dynasties. The two ins-
criptions which run around the nave and crossing of the church similarly emphasise the 
Catholic Monarchs’ personal achievements by referring to their matrimonial unification 
of Aragon and Castile and praising their personal involvement in the foundation and 
construction of the convent.63  
	 While Ferdinand and Isabella are the only figures celebrated in the sculptural de-

Fig. 8.16
Francisco de 
Rojas’ family tree. 
Produced by the 
author.

Fig. 8.17
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, coats of 
arm of Aragón-
Castile and 
personal devices 
of Ferdinand 
and Isabella on 
the south wall of 
the transept (late 
fifteenth century).

coration and inscriptions of San Juan de los Reyes, the Epiphany Chapel functioned as a 
family pantheon for successive generations, and is therefore decorated with Rojas and Es-
cobar coats of arms, and those of other families related to them by marriage (Fig. 8.19).64  
Nevertheless, the church contains a direct reference to Francisco in the form of his perso-
nal motto, ‘Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it.’ Drawn 
from the Gospel of Saint John, the motto suggestively faces the Evangelist’s eagle and the 
royal coat of arms in the Isabella Breviary, a manuscript commissioned by Francisco as a gift 
for Isabella while negotiating the matrimonial alliance between the children of the royal 

Fig. 8.18
Convent of San 

Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, detail of 

the decoration of 
the crossing piers, 

showing the initials 
of Ferdinand 

and Isabella (late 
fifteenth century).

Fig. 8.19
Church of San 

Andrés, Toledo, 
detail of the 

heraldic decoration 
in the east end 

(probably 1510s).
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couple and those of the 
Holy Roman Emperor 
Maximilian I.65  Per-
sonal achievement is 
strongly emphasized 
in the Epiphany Cha-
pel’s inscription, which 
overlooks Francisco’s 
membership of the Or-
der of Calatrava to un-
derline his role as royal 
ambassador instead. In 
the space of just 116 
words, this inscription 
contains as many as five 
references to the Ca-
tholic Monarchs and 
their territorial posses-
sions.66  Connections 
between Francisco de 
Rojas and the Monarchs 
were underscored in the 
Epiphany Chapel’s li-
turgical calendar, with 
anniversary masses for 
the souls of Isabella and 
Ferdinand said each 
year on the day of Saint 
John before the Latin 

Gate (Sancti Ioanne ad Portam Latinam), the same dedication as San Juan de los Reyes.67 
	 Apart from establishing a connection with the Catholic Monarchs and thus pro-
moting Rojas’s personal achievements, the architectural imitation of San Juan de los Reyes 
also acknowledged the military ethos celebrated in the wills of Francisco de Rojas’s pa-
rents. As mentioned above, the exterior of San Juan de los Reyes is decorated with the 
chains of Christian prisoners liberated during the war against Granada, a conflict which 
had a strong personal significance for Francisco and his brothers. The decoration is com-
pleted by statues of heralds, significantly restored in the nineteenth century (Fig. 8.20).68  
Heralds typically preceded and announced monarchs in their public appearances. Thus, 
the statues on the outside of San Juan de los Reyes immediately advertise its royal connec-
tion.69  Moreover, heralds played a major role in grand funerary ceremonies.70  Yet they 
also performed important roles on the battlefield, where they initiated battles, identified 
enemies, lined up troops, named the dead, recorded acts of courage and established the 
victor of a skirmish.71  The chains and sculptures on the exterior of San Juan de los Reyes 
thus endowed it with a militaristic spirit that must have resonated with the Rojas family. 
While neither the chains nor the statues were replicated in the Epiphany Chapel, their 
existence and significance may have drawn Francisco de Rojas and Alonso de Escobar to 
consider San Juan de los Reyes as a model. Viewers familiar with the latter building may 
also have recalled those decorations when observing the chapel, located in the same city.
	 The absence of chains or heralds in San Andrés makes any reference to a military 
ethos indirect at best, however much it may have recalled San Juan de los Reyes. This may 
have been the result of a conscious choice to strike a compromise between Francisco’s 
personal membership of the Order of Calatrava and his family’s long-standing connection 

Fig. 8.20
Convent of San 
Juan de los Reyes, 
Toledo, exterior 
of the east end 
(convent established 
in 1477, church 
completed ca. 
1503).

with that of Santiago. As suggested by a fragmentary letter of 1503, Francisco had initially 
planned a funerary chapel in an institution connected to both orders, the Toledan convent 
of Santa Fe, in the possession of the Order of Calatrava until 1494, and later owned by the 
Order of Santiago.72  He later changed strategy, choosing the parish church where he had 
been baptised, a building with a strong connection to the history of his family but with 
little relation to the military orders.73  Although Francisco Suárez, the previous patron of 
San Andrés’s presbytery, was a member of the Order of Santiago, Rojas’s reconstruction 
of the east end effectively erased the memory of Suárez and of Santiago from the church’s 
architecture.74  Moreover, the newly constructed chapel remained free of sculptural or 
pictorial references to the Order of Calatrava. Nor did the symbols of this order feature 
prominently on the chapel’s movable fittings. The oldest surviving inventory of liturgical 
furnishings, dating to the seventeenth century, lists only one textile decorated with the 
Cross of Calatrava.75  The absence of explicit references to Calatrava contrasts sharply 
with the decoration of another chapel connected to Francisco, the Capilla Dorada in 
the convent of Calatrava la Nueva. Francisco initially owned this space but sold it after 
choosing San Andrés as his burial site. It was acquired by the comendador mayor García de 
Padilla, who requested Crosses of Calatrava to be painted onto the altarpiece and stained-
glass windows, and to be sculpted in various locations on the walls. Moreover, he specified, 
the lettering on his sepulchre had to start with a reference to his role within Calatrava.76  
Such an emphasis is partly justified by Padilla’s role as comendador mayor, more important 
than that of simple comendador as held by Francisco, and also by the chapel’s location 
within the order’s principal seat. Yet, the accumulation of references to Calatrava contrasts 
markedly with their absence in the Epiphany Chapel, where there is no explicit reference 
to any one of the military orders, and where the architectural emulation of San Juan de los 
Reyes may instead have created a more general evocation of the War of Granada in which 
several members of the Rojas family had taken part.
	 As suggested by this military echo, San Juan de los Reyes offered a flexible model. 
Its architectural design was both rich in meaning and adaptable in form. The contract of 
7 January 1504 established that the Rojas funerary chapel should feature ten piers with 
rich bases.77  Ten decorated piers do indeed enclose the whole structure: four in the apse, 
two at either side of the crossing, and two supporting the arch leading to the chapel. The 
same number defines the east end of San Juan de los Reyes, as is most evident in the fa-
mous late fifteenth-century drawing of the church’s crossing.78  The drawing eclipses the 
church’s nave to focus on the east end only, and its impossible perspective reveals the ten 
piers simultaneously.79  It also emphasises the crossing by absurdly reducing the apse to 
nothing more than the size of the altar table. While these modifications offer a distorted 
impression of the interior of the church, the east end as built is certainly spacious and 
luminous, in contrast to the relatively modest nave. As discussed by Rafael Domínguez 
Casas, such inflated space provided a perfect stage for funerary liturgies.80  In San Andrés’s 
Epiphany Chapel, the proportions of this grand funerary space were modified to suit a 
more modest foundation, while still offering an ideal stage for funerary celebration. Thus, 
the monumental crossing dome, delineated so carefully in the Prado drawing, was signifi-
cantly reduced and became a simple vault in the Epiphany Chapel. Instead, the drawing’s 
small apse and altarpiece were increased in size, conforming to typical Spanish practice, 
but perhaps also in response to the different liturgical obligations of a parish church. The 
private, monastic and royal arena of the convent became the shared space of the parish 
church, where the Epiphany Chapel’s chaplains and the curate celebrated masses within 
the same walls, shared precious liturgical objects and collaborated in the celebration of 
feast days, as required by the chapel’s constitutions of 1533.81  
	 This adaptation was possible because San Juan de los Reyes possessed a set of defi-
ning features which could be suited to different contexts without losing their significance. 
Reproducing the shape, inscription and sculptural details of San Juan de los Reyes, the 
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Epiphany Chapel could express a personal connection to the Catholic Monarchs together 
with dynastic exaltation and military ethos. These features captured the achievements 
and aspirations of Francisco de Rojas and his relatives. Azcárate’s suggestion that the Epi-
phany Chapel may have been designed by Antón Egas, a master mason with an intimate 
knowledge of San Juan de los Reyes, is likely, but at present undocumented. Yet, architec-
tural imitation did not depend only on the repetition of successful models on the part of 
the architect. By exploring the personality and aspirations of Francisco de Rojas, the pre-
sent essay has argued that copying San Juan de los Reyes enabled this patron to establish 
and promote a carefully crafted and lasting identity for himself and his family.
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