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Alfonso X and Culture in Medieval Spain 

The academics and materials of the Italian Renaissance era did not just spring to life fully 

formed as the endeavors of medieval scholars certainly contributed to the later successes in 

learning centuries later. Medieval Spain played a part in the transmission of ideas—some 

classical works faded from Western popularity and slipped from their grasp after the fall of 

Rome, and found their home farther east and into the hands of Muslim peoples. The whirlwind of 

Muslim conquest spread to Spain and forced East and West to collide—with these interactions, 

culture flowed and evolved. Particularly notable was the era of the Christian king Alfonso X—

his court encouraged the translation of documents and the spread of knowledge and with this 

came the interaction of three faith communities. And although important and crucial for Spanish 

culture and European scholarship, the Alfonsine era was not entirely unique. 

The fall of the Roman Empire and the development of what would become the countries 

of today’s Europe did not simply appear overnight. Borders were flexible, cultural identities 

slowly diversified and medieval Spain was no exception to the rule. Iberia—a term used to 

encompass the geographical peninsula that includes modern Spain and Portugal—was no 

stranger to invasion and conquest: Germanic tribes in the fifth century culminated with the 

Visigoths, the various Muslim dynasties and caliphates dominated in the early eight century, and 

Christian kingdoms of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries who never quite lost their hold in the 

north from centuries prior.1 Culture in medieval Spain did not follow one path for centuries, but 

changed over time, incorporating aspects of the differing reigning societies. Language, 

education, and literature were among those transformed by the interactions of East and West, 

though certainly not the only changes to be seen.  

 The man known as Alfonso X, king of the Christian territories of Castile and León, 

reigned from 1252 until his death in 1284. His father, Ferdinand III, a king of military 

                                                 
1 Joseph O’Callaghan, A History of Medieval Spain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 21-22. 
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distinction, was his predecessor and Ferdinand’s death left said kingdoms to Alfonso. The 

unification of the kingdoms was heir to the decline and fall of the Almohad caliphate in the early 

thirteenth century, a turning point for the power and influences of both Christian and Muslim 

rule.2 Alfonso’s reign is most known for his fascinating cultural contributions and patronage of 

scholarship, so much so that he is often dubbed el Sabio, meaning wise or learned. Politically, 

Alfonso was not quite as adept—his attempts to become Holy Roman Emperor were ineffective 

and his “greatest preoccupation was his desire to win the crown of the Holy Roman Empire”, not 

necessarily the enrichment of his culture.3 Nonetheless, Alfonso’s reign was culturally 

significant, and not by accident. Alfonso’s rule came to a close in by the late thirteenth century, 

beset by disgruntled citizens, internal uprisings, and ending with his death, the kingdom left to 

one of his sons, Sancho IV.4  

 Medieval Spain was a patchwork of small kingdoms—some under the dominion of 

Christian kings, others under the caliphate or taifas of Muslim monarchs. The division of peoples 

under the two religiously different kingdoms was not black and white: members of the three 

Abrahamic faiths lived all over the Iberian Peninsula in the kingdoms; more distinct segregation 

existed on the smaller levels in cities. After the Muslim conquest of Visigothic Spain in the early 

eight century, there was the issue of how the new rulers should deal with the defeated. Those of 

Christian and Jewish faith were not forced to give up their religion; if cooperative, only tribute 

was necessary to procure their safety and guarantee of many ways of life.5 Other Christians 

converted to Islam, an instance scholar Joseph O’Callaghan describes as “more material than 

spiritual, for, as Muslims, they were not subject to the payment of the poll tax.”6 Those who 

opted to stay Christian followed their own law and continued with aspects of their life, but also 

often incorporated the new culture of their Muslim overlords.  

These so called Mozarabs retained their Christian ways but adjusted to life under Muslim 

rule—language was one such instance in which the two cultures adapted.7 The Spanish 

vernacular, Castilian, inherited vocabulary from Spanish Muslims. Words flowed over and 

                                                 
2 Jerrulynn D. Dodds, María Rosa Menocal, and Abigail Krasner Balbale, The Arts of Intimacy: Christians, Jews 
and Muslims in the making of Castilian Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 191-193, 279. 
3 O’Callaghan, A History of Medieval Spain, 362. 
4 Ibid., 380-381. 
5 Ibid., 95-96. 
6 Ibid., 151. 
7 Ibid., 96. 
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became more suited to speech patterns—one such example is that of the Arabic word al-talia 

metamorphosing into the Castilian atalaya, meaning watch tower.8 Mozarabs, bending to fit into 

their changing society even had their own Mozarabic language, a product of the Christian s 

living under Muslim rule; although part of the Christian culture of the times, even Muslims 

adopted the Mozarabic language as a primary tongue.9 

 Hand in hand with language is the melding of styles in the arts like poetry. Language 

varied here as well—Dodds points out here the confusion in analyzing prose at times: “…it is not 

clear whether the language is really one or the other: for some it looks like Arabic with 

inflections of Romance, but for others it is more obviously Romance saturated with Arabic.”10 

Jewish poets experimented with the Arabic traditions when writing poetry; prose with both 

Arabic and Romance, that is, spoken Latin, verses were written. The linguistic fusion even bled 

into artistry and craftsmanship. A Christian house of worship, the Church of Santa Cruz is an 

intriguing example. A figure of Christ is framed by a design of writing in Arabic—some legible, 

others for aesthetic purposes.11 The arts and architecture saw an incredible blend of culture 

during the Muslim rule—aesthetic and artistic ideals from Christian Visigothic Spain and from 

the Muslim world came together in ways that persisted through time. 

Despite these amazing examples of cultural connections, the day to day and 

governmental dealing of the varying societies  deals with cultural dealings more concretely. To 

maintain peace and procure money for the new kingdoms and their territories, the Muslim rulers 

found it more useful to protect and exact payment for said protection, rather than force large 

groups of people to do a controversial action and cause a larger force of discontent.12 The re-

conquest of territory by Christian kingdoms to the north left them in a similar bind—how should 

the Christian victors manage newfound Muslim and Jewish subjects? Like their Muslim 

predecessors, the Christian kings thought it more convenient to be flexible with their non-

Christian constituents as opposed to suppressing their religious rights completely. That is not to 

                                                 
8 O’Callaghan, A History of Medieval Spain, 149. 
9 Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale, The Arts of Intimacy: Christians, Jews and Muslims in the making of Castilian 
Culture, 144. 
10 Ibid., 145. 
11 Ibid.,158-161. 
12 Under Muslim rule, Christian and Jewish subjects were protected and approved, and were known as dhimmi or 
dhimma. Thomas F Glick, Islamic Spain in the Early Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 
168. 
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say this was an entirely tolerant atmosphere. O’Callaghan mentions that Muslims did have 

spiritual freedoms, but did lose some rights as part of the agreement.13 Muslim mosques often 

became Christian houses of worship; Christian rulers placed regulations on Jewish synagogues.14 

A notable action of the Christian king Alfonso X was a series of law codes known as the 

Siete Partidas. The Siete Partidas were a collection of laws in the fourteenth-century pertaining 

to various parts of the society including church and criminal law. The Siete Partidas were 

influenced by Roman and church law codes as an attempt to create legal standardization in the 

dominion.15 In the section affecting criminal law, the document records the proper interactions 

and dealings with the Muslim and Jewish peoples. Prohibitions on when a Jew could be called 

into court, regulations on the construction of synagogues, and the regulation of sexual relations 

between faiths are among the topics discussed. The Siete Partidas explained the right of those of 

Jewish faith to remain secure in their faith, that they could not be forced into Christianity. Should 

they choose to convert to the Christian faith, the converts must be honored as such by both 

religious groups. However, should the inverse happen, that is, the Christian converting to 

Judaism, the convert would be branded a heretic and executed.16 

Jews and Christians were not allowed to reside in the same household, nor was 

fraternizing allowed—invitations were not to be accepted, meals were not to be shared together. 

Christians were even expressly forbidden from receiving medicine from the hands of a Jew, 

though a Jewish physician could advise it.17 Sexual relations between a Christian and non-

Christian were expressly forbidden, death being the penalty for breaking the code. Muslims, or 

Moors as they are frequently referred to, had to follow similar rules. Forced conversion was not 

welcomed—only through scripture and reasonable discussion and discourse could conversion of 

a Muslim to a Christian be allowed to happen. But like the rules pertaining to those converting 

from Christianity to Judaism, those who decided to follow the Muslim faith were put to death. 

The rules for sexual relations were no different. Though compiled under the reign of Alfonso X 

(r. 1252-1284), they were actually not finished nor officially instated until the mid fourteenth 

                                                 
13 O’Callaghan, A Medieval History of Spain, 462. 
14  Trans. S.P. Scott, “The Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in Castile”, in Medieval Iberia, ed. Olivia Remie 
Constable, 269-275 (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Printing Press, 1997),  270, 273. 
15 O’Callaghan, A Medieval History of Spain, 372.; Joseph O’Callaghan, The Learned King: The Reign of Alfonso X 
of Castile (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Printing Press, 1993), 37. 
16“The Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in Castile”, in Medieval Iberia, ed. Olivia Remie Constable, 269-275. 
17 “Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in Castile”, in Medieval Iberia, ed. Olivia Remie Constable, 269-272. 
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century under the reign of Alfonso XI. O’Callaghan argues that despite this, the Partidas were 

already in place unofficially during Alfonso X’s rule.18 

Another section of the Siete Partidas, belonging to the section regarding government and 

administration in the public sphere, puts forth the behavior and characteristics that a good king 

should have. Among them was the advice that a king should be mindful of manners and his 

station, dressing well and leading by example. Skills like hunting and the ability to handle arms 

were imperative, but most noteworthy are the commands that a king “should be eager to learn the 

sciences” and “how to read”.19 Editor Olivia Constable provides a small introduction to the 

translated piece of the section of the Siete Partidas; in it, she explains that some of “the qualities 

described in the text, may in fact, describe Alfonso X himself”.20 The qualities about education 

are most relevant to Constable’s statement—Alfonso was very much interested in learning and 

scholarship. Alfonso was rather fond of the sciences, including funding and supporting the 

development of astronomical tables, to be known as the Alfonsine Tables.21 Though not all 

encompassing in his encouragement of the sciences, the reign of Alfonso certainly was important 

to the spread of sciences in the West. 

Not only did Alfonso’s reign usher the growth and promulgation of sciences, but 

encouraged efforts to translate and give shape to a new language suited for medieval Spain. Latin 

was the language of choice in Europe among the clergy and elite of Christian Europe. In a wider 

sense, Latin and the knowledge of it was poor, and literacy was not common outside of the 

clerical levels of society. The spoken Latin (also called Romance) on the Spanish peninsula, 

considered Latin by Iberian standards, was already evolving and straying from what is 

traditionally thought of as medieval Latin.22 This deviation from the accepted Latin of the twelfth 

century onward eventually turned into what is called Castilian. In explaining the progression to 

the Spanish vernacular, Dodds explains that the “influx of Cluny-trained clerics helped bring to a 

                                                 
18 Joseph O’Callaghan, The Learned King: The Reign of Alfonso X of Castile (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Printing Press, 1993), 37. 
19 Trans. S.P. Scott, “The Proper Qualities of a King”, in Medieval Iberia, ed. Olivia Remie Constable, 255-261 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 258. 
20 Olivia Remie Constable, introduction to “The Proper Qualities of a King”, in Medieval Iberia (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 255. 
21 Owen Gingerich, “Alfonso the Tenth as a Patron of Astronomy,” in Alfonso X of Castile, the Learned King, 1221-
1284; An International Symposium Harvard University, 17 November 1984, ed. Francisco Márquez-Villanueva and 
Carlos Alberto Vega, 30-45 (Cambridge: Dept. of Romance Languages and Literatures of Harvard University), 30. 
22 Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale, The Art of Intimacy, 213-214. 
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head in Spain consciousness that Latin was a different language form what people spoke” and 

that “local pronunciation practice was both tied to the script Iberian Christians had been using to 

write Latin…as well as the very divisive abolition of the Mozarabic rite itself.”23 Those trained 

in the secular realm with the standardized Latin and those outside the Iberian Peninsula saw the 

vernacular is a lesser language, an aspect of Spanish culture that needed to be changed. Despite 

this shift to the approved version of Latin, the Spanish vernacular continued to exist and was 

recorded.  

Though a part of the Iberian heritage, Castilian was still lacking in the formality of being 

a written language and considered a viable alternative to Latin. The push for the increasing 

development of Castilian was something that a monarch could do—their influence and wealth 

could encourage and stimulate such an activity. Their powers as a patron were indispensible. 

Alfonso X and his time upon the throne are recognized as an invaluable catalyst in the 

popularization of the Castilian language. Alfonso promoted translation efforts of works—

literature, sciences, arts—many of which came from the Arabic world. As previously mentioned, 

Alfonso had a love of science, and many works were translated at his behest. Astronomy and 

astrology were popular though there is not a trace of medical works finding their way into 

Castilian during his rule.24 Arabic literature and even a piece on the eastern game of chess 

worked their way into the mainstream culture of Spain. Alfonso did not do all the footwork in 

these translation efforts. Alfonso and his collaborators found suitable translators in those of the 

Jewish faith, particularly when it came to the sciences.25 Roth provides a quote by scholar José 

Muñoz Sendino in his piece on Jews and their relation to scientific translations efforts: “The 

Hebrew element was the group of the greatest scientific value because of its great intellectual 

discipline and its mastery of both languages—Arabic and Spanish…”; due to their flexibility and 

multilingual pursuits, Jewish scholars of Spanish society were well suited for the tasks at hand.26  

Alfonso recognized the importance of Latin, but saw the value in what Arabic thought 

and scholarship had to offer. The use of Castilian helped Arabic knowledge gain a wider 

                                                 
23Ibid., 214. 
24 O’Callaghan, The Learned King, 143. 
25 Norman Roth, “Jewish Collaborators in Alfonso’s Scientific Work,” in Emperor of Culture: Alfonso X the 
Learned of Castile and his Thirteenth-Century Renaissance, ed. Robert I. Burns, 59-71 (Philadelphia; University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1990), 59. 
26 Ibid. 
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audience, and helped to set standards for the language itself, lending legitimacy to the movement 

for a widespread vernacular. The spread of knowledge and the translations were facilitated by 

universities in Spain, some of which were established before the time of Alfonso X. In Seville, 

Alfonso endorsed schools of Latin and Arabic, and the university saw the interaction of the 

cultures in scholarly pursuits.27 

Alfonso X was a man of learning, and his interests and endeavors did not stop at 

translations, universities and the sciences. Another interest included history, which was 

“characterized by the employment of as many sources as possible, including poetic and Arabic 

materials”, and just as importantly, in the vernacular.28 And although not written in Castilian, 

Alfonso also contributed poetry to the body of knowledge during his reign, sponsoring poets and 

writing verses of his own. His most famous of his prose is that of the Cantigas de Santa María, a 

collection of hundreds of verses and illustrations on the Holy Mother and her miracles. It is 

doubtful that every poem is attributable to him, but Alfonso certainly had a part in its writing.29  

Dodds describe the Cantigas and Alfonso X’s policies and beliefs as “ambivalent and at 

times contradictory role of ruling a multiconfessional society, evoking a pragmatic tolerance 

modeled after the dhimma, while at the same time conquering Islamic polities in the name of 

Christianity, often under the banner of crusade.”30 On the Muslim in the Cantigas, scholars 

recognize prevalence the two sides of the Moor—a villain and an ally. He [the Moor] is an 

invader, traitor, pagan, and cruel in varying Cantigas, and the graphics accompanying the prose 

clearly identify the Muslim enemy—he is distinguishable by his villainous physical 

characteristics.31 The incidents of Moors portrayed negatively are abundant in the Cantigas de 

Santa María, though Bagby does point out a handful of examples in which the Muslims are seen 

more positively.32 The Cantigas represent Alfonso X’s biases and beliefs; one such bias is the 

tendency to neglect the role of the Moor in Spanish society—seeing them as a demon or 

neighbor to be despised, instead of as a culture that helped contribute immensely to Alfonso’s 

legacy. 

                                                 
27 O’Callaghan, The Learned King, 133-134. 
28 Ibid., 138-139. 
29 , Menocal, and Barbale, The Arts of Intimacy, 222. 
30 Dodds, Menocal, and Barbale, The Arts of Intimacy, 222. 
31 Albert I. Bagby, Jr., “Some Characterizations of the Moor in Alfonso X’s “Cántigas””, The South Central 
Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Winter 1970), http://www.jstor.org/stable/3187982 (accessed March 20, 2012), 164-166. 
32 Ibid., 166. 
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Bagby also wrote an article on the perception of Jews in the Cantinas de Santa María. In 

it, he draws upon the Siete Partidas as a source for comparing the treatment of Jews and their 

representations in the Cantigas. Laws were placed on what could and could not be done by the 

Jews, both custom and the desire for fairness conflicted. Bagby writes that the laws were loosely 

enforced due to their demand as professionals, that officials looked the other way.33 But the laws 

were still in place, prejudices did exist. The Cantigas are not only read for their lyrical quality, 

but used as a tool in order to better understand relations between the differing cultures and their 

societies. Like in his articles on the Moors in the Cantigas, Bagby categorizes the 

characterizations of the Jews in Alfonso’s poetry. The Jew, in the writings of Alfonso and his 

collaborators is enemy of Christianity and is even in league with the devil. Additionally, greed 

and treachery were characteristics of the Jew. The only characterization that places the Jew in a 

commendable position is that when the Jew converts to Christianity.34  

The Cantigas and the views outlined by Bagby are indicative that medieval Iberia was 

not quite the haven of tolerance as some may try to push. That is not to say that some degree of 

acceptance did not exist—it had to. Some sorts of compromise needed to occur maintain a sense 

of stability. Instead of making tensions worse between faith communities and the new ruling 

class over the now subjugated classes, allowing parts of society to continue as they did would 

create a smoother transition. But more than just fairness, the allowance of the distinct cultures 

created revenue—the continuation of a way of life, of a temple was something the devout were 

willing to pay for. The laws created to protect Christians under the Siete Partidas encouraged 

conversion and peoples away from Judaism and Islam. 

Despite the importance of Alfonso X, and the significance of his cultural and scholarly 

activities, he was not unique in Spain. Prior to his reign, there are other examples of similar 

activities. Notable is that of his father, Ferdinand III, who reigned from 1217 to 1252. 

Ferdinand’s reign is known for his conquests on the Iberian Peninsula; factions in the Almohad 

Empire led drove some parties of Muslims to the Christian kings, including Ferdinand III of 

Castile.35 These alliances help Ferdinand complete a successful campaign, expanding Christian 

                                                 
33 Albert I. Bagby, Jr., “The Jew in the “Cántigas” of Alfonso X, El Sabio”, The South Central Bulletin, Vol. 46, No. 

4 (October 1971), http://www.jstor.org/stable/2856326 (accessed March 21, 2012), 673. 
34 Ibid., 675. 
35 Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale, The Arts of Intimacy, 129. 
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territory and establishing dominance by the mid-twelfth century. Ferdinand also unified the 

kingdoms of Castile and León prior to that in 1230. Just as notable as his military prowess was 

Ferdinand’s encouragement of cultural developments. Like his son would be, Ferdinand was a 

benefactor of academics and scholars, the Universities of Salamanca and Palencia enjoyed his 

sponsorship. The Castilian language was a point of interest for the father of El Sabio. 

O’Callaghan writes of the vernacular, “Ferdinand III was the first peninsular ruler—and perhaps 

the first in Europe—to employ it general in public documents and for the translation of important 

legal texts…”.36 Alfonso X, though most associated with the popularization and institution of the 

Siete Partidas, it is under Ferdinand III that those legal codes began.37 The legacy and ambitions 

of Ferdinand III were transmitted to his son—Alfonso’s reign honed in on his father’s respect of 

scholarship and expanded upon it. Dodds makes mention of previous translation efforts in 

Spanish history, prior to the reign of Alfonso X. Spain was an attractive source of books that the 

other parts of Europe had not seen or heard of, and wished to study—the monk Peter the 

Venerable commissioned a translation of the Quran in 1142 in his travels to Spain is one such 

example.38 

Islamic conquerors in the early eighth-century were no strangers to allowing their new 

subjects religious flexibility. The policy was to not force Christians and Jews to convert—

protection and tribute kept the vanquished populations compliant, and surrendering was a way to 

stay in the new overlords’ good graces. Slavery and the removal of property awaited those who 

resisted the Muslim conquerors. Even though some Christians adopted their new ruler’s religions 

as a security measure, this did not guarantee their equality. The children of these converts still 

lacked respect from their Arabic counterparts and were unable to attain the higher positions in 

governmental offices.39 Despite the partialities, an expected aspect when one peoples conquer 

another, the policies worked. Christians still operated under their systems and gave those 

members of Judaism an improved life, as prior to the Muslim rule Visigothic policies were not 

kind to the Jews.40 Kings and council from the reign of the Visigoths endorsed anti-Jewish 

policy, religious homogeny and the increase of revenue from confiscations were powerful 

                                                 
36 O’Callaghan, The Learned King, 135. 
37 Ibid., 36. 
38 Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale, The Arts of Intimacy, 202-205. 
39 O’Callaghan, A History of Med Spain, 95-96 
40 Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale, The Arts of Intimacy, 17. 
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driving factors. The Jews under Visigothic law managed to maintain their communities, and it is 

easy to see why the later caliphates would be welcomed.41  

It is not difficult to understand why Alfonso X’s title of el Sabio, meaning wise or 

learned, was bequeathed upon him. His interests in the academic field and the encouragement of 

translations certainly left a mark on scholarship Europe by making Arabic works more 

accessible. His push for the use of the Spanish vernacular created a sense of solidarity and 

cultural uniformity. One cannot ignore Alfonso’s role as a statesman; Alfonso’s dogged, if futile, 

pursuit of the Holy Roman Emperor position was a focus of his reign as well. Revolts by 

Mudejars, that is, Muslims subjugated by Christians, caused problems for Alfonso in the 1260s, 

and later by his nobles, though terms were negotiated in 1274 and resolved the issue.42 The end 

of el Sabio’s sovereignty was not as golden as his beginning. Heavy taxes weighed on the 

populace, and a dispute with his son Sancho IV over inheritance led to a temporary and fragile 

change in power. Despite his prowess as an academic and his renown as a scholar, Alfonso’s 

political relations left something to be desired in the eyes of his people.  

A cursory glance at a piece like that of the Siete Partidas and the subsequent interactions 

of the faith communities can make it seem as if Alfonso went out of his way to provide a 

harmonious atmosphere and promote equality among the communities. Upon closer inspection, 

the perceived harmony was not for humanitarian purposes. Greater purposes were at work, 

certainly—the pursuit of knowledge and efforts to translate meant utilizing Arabic works and 

sources, and employing Jewish scholars for a Christian court. Economics played into the more 

tolerant natures—revenue from tribute allowed government to finance cities, and allowed 

subjugated peoples to cling to their religious and cultural identities. But the laws prohibiting 

certain actions between communities dispels notions of enlightenment; keeping the differing 

religious spheres from socially unacceptable interaction fostered a sense of community within 

the separate communities, and a force to resist the temptations of other religions. Alfonso himself 

was no different. He was a man of his times—intelligent, enthusiastic, yes—but still a product of 

Christendom and his medieval heritage. The codes set for by the Siete Partidas are indicative of 

that, but even more so are the Cantigas de Santa María. The overwhelmingly negative depictions 

                                                 
41 O’Callaghan, A History of Medieval Spain, 72. 
42 Ibid., 364-380. 
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of both the Jew and the Moor in Spanish society illustrate Alfonso’s biases, commonly 

overlooked to make way for the “enlightened” court and the thirteenth-century renaissance of his 

reign. Influential, brilliant, and integral to medieval Spanish society, the Jewish scholars cannot 

save their poetic counterparts from prejudice in the Cantigas. Unmatched in medicine, they were 

forbidden from helping a potential Christian patient directly, but could only advise. Alfonso X, 

king of Castile-León, employed physicians of the Jewish faith despite the instatement of the Siete 

Partidas.43 The Moors, a people who introduced the works Alfonso so cherished, did not 

“acknowledge good religion”.44 A Moor was barbaric in nature, represented in an almost 

caricature-like way—the physical characteristics as seen in the drawings from the Cantigas and 

the characterizations as fearful, traitorous, and cowardly.45 

The contributions of Alfonso X and his reign were numerous. Science, literature, and 

language all flowered beneath his touch. His actions and sponsorship added to the body of 

knowledge growing in Europe at the time, and his backing of giving Castilian legitimacy 

changed Spain quickly. His efforts contributed to the cohesion of the Spanish identity. The 

plurality of the three major religions, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam interacted in multiple 

ways, and not quite in the picture-perfect way some think. Alfonso himself was a man of his 

times, and although crucial, not unique in his efforts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 Albert Bagby, Jr., “The Jew in the “Cántigas” of Alfonso X, El Sabio”, The South Central Bulletin, Vol. 46, No. 4 

(October 1971), http://www.jstor.org/stable/2856326 (accessed March 21, 2012), 674. 
44 “The Legal Status of Jews and Muslims in Castile”, in Medieval Iberia, ed. Constable, 273. 
45 Bagby, “Some Characterizations of the Moor in Alfonso X’s “Cántigas””, The South Central Bulletin, Vol. 30, 
No. 4 (Winter 1970), http://www.jstor.org/stable/3187982 (accessed March 20, 2012), 165. 



Diamante 12 
 

 

 

 

Works Cited 

 

 

Burns, Robert Ignatius. Emperor of Culture: Alfonso X the Learned of Castile and His 
Thirteenth-Century Renaissance. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 1990. 

Bagby, Albert I., “Some Characterizations of the Moors in Alfonso X’s “Cántigas.”” The South 
Central Bulletin, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Winter 1970),  http://www.jstor.org/stable/3187982 
(Accessed March 28, 2012). 

 
—— “The Jew in the Cántigas of Alfonso X, El Sabio.” The South Central Bulletin, Vol. 46, No. 

4 (October 1971),  http://www.jstor.org/stable/2856326 (Accessed March 28, 2012). 
Constable, Olivia Remie. Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish 

Sources. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997. 

Dodds, Jerrilyn D., María Rosa Menocal and Abigail Krasner Balbale. The Art of Intimacy: 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the Making of Castilian Culture. New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008. 

Glick, Thomas F. Islamic and Christian Spain in the Early Middle Ages. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1979. 

Márquez Villanueva, Francisco, and Carlos Alberto Vega. Alfonso X of Castile, the Learned 
King, 1221-1284: An International Symposium, Harvard University, 17 November 1984. 
Cambridge: Dept. of Romance Languages and Literatures of Harvard University, 1990. 

O'Callaghan, Joseph F. The Learned King: The Reign of Alfonso X of Castile. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993.  

—— A History of Medieval Spain. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983. 

 

 

 


