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Jews and Muslims in the Cantigas
de Santa Maria

David Nirenberg

Para Teofilo: “contar las sus bondades seria grand reguncerio.”

Like the ancient Psalms of David, the medieval Cantigas de Santa Maria (Songs
to Holy Mary) present themselves as a poetic and musical communication
between an earthly and a heavenly monarch. But unlike the psalms, we possess
the Cantigas in something like the form intended by their royal “author,” and can
say a great deal about their production.! Four manuscripts of the Cantigas survive,
all of them contemporaneous (or nearly contemporaneous) with King Alfonso X
“the Wise” of Castile, and three of them richly illuminated.? Moreover the poems,
illamninations, and music make constant allusion to their historical context (Cas-
tile in the mid to late 13th century), a context about which we know a great deal
(although never as much as we would like) from numerous other sources, Many
of the miracle stories collected in the work are placed in the realm of daily life,
their protagonists not only the king, but also women, children, and men from all
stations and multiple faiths. These poems and their illuminations seem therefore
to provide a window into medieval reality, and it is for that purpose that they are
often turned to, as when historians reconstruct the king’s biography on the basis of
the poems, or write articles on what the Cantigas teach us about the possibilities
of existence for Muslims and Jews in Christian Castilian society.’

There were indeed many Jews and Muslims living in the Christian kingdoms of
the Iberian Peninsula, at least relative to their populations in other Christian lands,
and the manuscripts of the Cantigas certainly tell us something about the lives
those non-Christians may have led. But in this essay I would like to begin to sug-
gest that when the Christian poets, illuminators, and editors of the Cantigas rep-
resented Jews or Muslims (or demons or “blasphemous™ Christians) within their
pages, they were not only or even necessarily describing the practices of living
Jews or Muslims {or demons, or Christians with views different than their own).
They were also, and often, seeking to legitimate the arts — music, poetry, painting,
politics ~ in which they were engaged, and to defend the forms of representation
characteristic of the Cantigas themselves as a medium of communication between
the human and the divine.*
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Specifically, I’d like to explore the possibility that the Escorial (T.I.1) and Flor-
ence (Banco Rari 20) manuscripts of the Cantigas de Santa Maria make claims
about their own status as salvific media, claims that proceed by casting critics of
that status as enemies of God, and especially as Jews and Muslims.> Within the
Cantigas, as within Christian culture more generally, representations of Judaism,
Islam, heresy, etc., played a central role in the articulation of the possibilities and
limits of peetic and pictorial mediation, communication, signification, and repre-
sentation. By focusing on this role, I hope to clarify some of the ways in which
medieval Christian media were produced and reflected upon through projections
of Judaism and Islam, mediatic projections which in turn shaped the possibilities
of existence for real people, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim alike.

An example of how the Cantigas reflect upon their own status as medium and
material object might help clarify the point. The unfinished Florence manuscript
was partly produced (work on the manuscript may have continued after the king’s
death) in the early 12805, when the elderly king was more or less a prisoner in
Seville, the one city that remained loyal to him in the midst of a civil war in which
his son and many vassals rebelled against him on the grounds (among others) that
he was a lover of Jews and a “Jewish” tyrant.” The manuscript contains an illumi-
nated cantiga (number 209) (Figure 10.1) entitled “He who denies God and His
blessings commits a great error and is grievously wrong,” The song’s first person
announces that it is written by the king himself, and relates how, when Alfonso
was ill and seemed about to die in 1270, he refused the advice of his doctors and
turned to the Virgin instead;®

1 shall tell you what happened to me while I lay in Vitoria, so ill that all
believed I should die there and did not expect me to recover. . . . The doctors
ordered hot cloths placed on me but I refused them and ordered, instead, that
Her Book [that is, a manuscript of the Cantigas themselves] be brought to
me. They placed it on me, and at once I lay in peace. The pain subsided com-
pletely, I felt very well and cried no more. 1 gave thanks to Her for it, because
1 kmow full well She was dismayed at my afflictions.

The poem represents the king’s choice as one between the sciences of the flesh
and of the spirit. Rejecting medicine, the king is miraculously cured by the object
he calls for instead: a manuscript of his own songs to the Virgin. A contemporary
audience might already have heard a “Jewish” option in that choice, since church
councils and synods sometimes prohibited the summoning of Jewish doctors to
the bedside of patients in extremis, and ordered instead the calling of a confessor.
That same audience might also have caught a whiff of irony, or at least of propa-
ganda, since King Alfonso “the Wise” was known to have a penchant for science,
and for Jewish physicians.?

A theologically attuned hearer of this poem might have detected some anti-
Jewish projection in its celebration of the miraculous power of Alfonso’s poetry,
insofar as that power was represented in Pauline terms within the poem, as a
choice of “Christian” spirit over “Jewish” flesh. But the anti-Jewishness of the
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celebration might have been more obvious to a viewer of the manuscript than to
the audience of the poem, for if Francisco Prado-Vilar is right, the illumination,
unlike the poem, explicitly represents the king’s choice as a rejection of Judaism.
For according to Prado-Vilar, the artists cast the instructing physician in the first
panel as a Jew. The king refuses the Jew’s advice, and the Jewish physician disap-
pears from the scene while the book is brought forth, returning only to witness the
miraculous cure,'

The illumination concludes with a scene of worship: the king is kissing the
book, raised up to heaven, while the faithful (the Jewish doctor banished) stand
before him in prayer. The manuscript, by this reading, deploys anti-Jewish projec-
tion in order to represent its own miraculous confirmation as a medium between
God and man, worthy of being kissed by the royal author himself, The claim is
bold. It is, after all, not a bible or liturgical manuscript being celebrated hete as a
wonder-working object. (Alfonso himself does seem to have thought of his col-
lection as a liturgical work: in his testament he ordered that the manuscripts be
deposited in his funeral chape! in Seville, and read annually as part of the liturgy
on the Virgin’s feast day.)!! Alfonso is kissing the work of his own hands (and that
of his scriptorium): an anthology of poetry by laymen, richly illustrated by (or at
the behest of) those laymen with images of themselves.

Even if the book being kissed had been a bible, the Pauline tension between an
emphasis on its mediatic materiality and its divine truth could have been expressed
in anti-Jewish terms. Indeed, the Church fathers had condemned the use of bibli-
cal texts to work miraculous cures as a misplaced *Jewish” yearning for signs in
the flesh.'* But what makes the claims of the Cantigas all the more remarkable is
that the principal arts deployed within them — painting and poetry — were them-
selves subject to so much criticism as “Jewish” forms of representation in early
and medieval Christian culture. It is precisely because this was the case - and this
is my basic point in these pages — that the representation of Jews, Muslims, and
other enemies of God and of Christian representation were so useful to the crea-
tors of the Cantigas in justifying their delight in these arts.

Given that we possess anthologies stuffed with medieval poetry and churches
overflowing with images, it is easy to forget that across the centuries many Chris-
tians have considered these arts perilous. Their stigma was double, inherited from
both Athens and Jerusalem. Think, for example, of the repeated criticism of both
poetry and art (indeed of all forms of representation} in Plato’s writings. Jump-
ing to Jerusalem, the apostle Paul had similar concerns about both art and writ-
ing. The opening of his epistle to the Romans, for example, conflates the Mosaic
Law’s concern with the worship of images with the ontological preoccupations of
Platonic philosophy in order to arrive at a general critique of our knowledge of
things in the world.

Ever since the creation of the world, the invisible existence of God and his
everlasting power have been clearly seen by the mind’s understanding of cre-
ated things. And so these people have no excuse. . . . While they claimed to
be wise, in fact they were growing so stupid that they exchanged the glory of
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the immortal God for an imitation [homoidmati, counterfeit], for the image
[eikonos] of a mortal human being, or of birds, or animals, or crawling things.
(Rom. 1:20-23)

Image and imitation lead to perdition. Christians should rather “look not at the
things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen” (2 Cor. 4:18).

Similar dangers were thought to attend our use of language. Remember the
Pauline dictum: “for written letters kill, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6). In
his earlier epistle to the Galatians, Paul had suggested that excessive attention
to the letter, the word, the sign and symbol, the fleshy appearance of things, was
a peculiarly “Jewish™ error, and he used the verb *to Judaize” to describe those
Christians who (to his mind) worshipped this fleshy appearance rather than an
inner spiritual reality. In Romans he developed this theme in order to criticize both
those Jews who had not recognized Jesus, and those Christians who he believed
placed mistaken emphasis on the literal meaning of scripture: “The real Jew is the
one who is inwardly a Jew, and real circumcision is in the heart, a thing not of the
letter but of the spirit” (2:29).

Like Paul (and sometimes under his influence), the gospel authors also devel-
oped special figures of Judaism through which to enact the fatal error of seeing
only the fleshy significance, rather than the spiritual meaning, of a sign or thing:
e.g., to see Jesus as the man he appears to be, rather than as the God he is; or to
understand the Hebrew Bible only in its literal meaning, rather than in the spiritual
sense that announces the coming of Jesus; or to place priority on treasure and
beauty in this world, rather than the next. Think, for example, of the Pharisess:

Everything they do is done to attract attention, like wearing broader head-
bands and longer tassels. . . . Blind Pharisee! Clean the inside of cup and dish
first so that it and the outside are both clean. Alas for you, scribes and Phari-
sees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs that look handsome
on the outside, but inside are full of the bones of the dead and every kind of
corruption. In just the same way, from the outside you look upright, but inside
you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.

(Matt. 23:5, 26-28)

There swirls about this figure of the Pharisee a confusion between appearance
and meaning, beauty and truth, material exterior and spiritual interior. Out of this
confirsion we can begin to see types of Judaism emerging in Christian thought
to represent misplaced priorities, the wrong kind of attention to the medium,
an absorption that focuses on the lethal beauty of this world rather than seeing
through it into the next; precisely the kind of misplaced attention with which art
and poetry will be taxed.

The case of art and devotional images is perhaps more familiar than that of
poetry. Of course we know that images did find their way into Christian devo-
tion, in part through the argument that through the visible they helped orient the
believer’s inner eye toward the invisible. But we should not forget that they never
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lost their vulnerability to stigmatization as misleading and material imitation,
attracting the eye toward outer appearance rather than inner truth. Debates about
images never disappeared from Christianity, and figures of Judaism played many
and often opposing roles in those debates.

These diverse possibilities are already evident in 394 cg, during a debate over
the decoration of churches that tock place between a relatively obscure presby-
ter named Nepotian and the much more famous St. Jerome. In an earlier letter
Nepotian had apparently invoked the example of the Jews and their Temple as
Jjustification for the Christian decoration of churches with expensive materials and
images. Jerome attacked precisely that point in his counterargument: “and let no
one allege against me the wealth of the temple of Judea, its tables, its lamps . . .
and the rest of its golden vessels.” Those things of the Temple, Jerome explains,
were “figures typifying things still in the future.” But for Christians, who live in
that future, “the Law is spiritual.” If Christians “keep to the letter” in this, they
must keep it in everything, and adopt the Jewish rituals: “Rejecting the supersti-
tion of the Jews, we must also reject the gold; or approving the gold, we must
approve the Jews as well. For we must ¢ither accept them with the gold or con-
demn them with it.” Note Jerome’s infectious logic: those who choose to decorate
churches must become Jews.

These arguments do not disappear in the Middle Ages. Bernard of Clairvaux,
for example, famously aligned decorators of churches with the Jews. The true
Christian, wrote Bernard, regards “all things . . . as dung.” (Bemard is here echo-
ing St. Paul, Philippians 3:8; St. Jerome, Letter 52.10). Those who fill sanctuaries
with material beauty are not Christians but “Jewish money-lenders,” driven by
“avarice, which is the service of idols.” Small wonder, Bernard complained else-
where, that there are many who confuse churches with synagogues.’® Somewhat
less famously, a late-15th-century anonymous Spanish author invoked $t. Paul’s
linkage of idolatry and sodomy (in chapter one of Romans cited above) in order
to exhort his fellow Christians not to contaminate themselves with devotional art
objects or fall into homosexual fornication.™ In this he was in keeping with an
important strand of medieval thought. Every step in the development of devo-
tional art had its dissenters. Some of these dissenters came to be canonized as
saints, others condemned as heretics, still others given the contested name of
reformers (think of Martin Luther or John Calvin). But regardless of their dif-
fering fortunes, what many of them shared was the view that there is something
Judaizing about art.”

These struggles over images are well known. Perhaps less familiar is the fact
that poetry also faced a stream of Christian critique across the centuries, not only
(in early and late antique Christianity) because of its association with pagan Greek
and Roman myth and culture, but also because, in its emphasis on verbal beauty,
it was thought (like art) to emphasize too much the deceitful exterior of the letter,
appealing more to our sensual desire for beauty than our spiritual love of truth.

St. Augustine took up both strands of this critique. In The City of God he drew
on the Roman and Greek philosophical tradition to condemn the “poetic theol-
ogy” of the Romans as lies (mendacia) and poisonous delight (noxia delectatio).’®
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And in Book 1V of On Christian Doctrine he drew on Cicero to launch a more
general critique of poetry and rhetoric: “eloquence without wisdom is frequently
a positive injury, and is never a positive service.” Beauty must be deployed only
in the service of truth, “for of what use is a golden key, if it cannot open what we
want it to open?” The problem is that over the course of human affairs “so much
labor has been spent by men on beauty of expression” not in order to teach the
good, but on the contrary, to teach the bad, “merely for the sake of being read
with pleasure.” Augustine concludes by associating this perverted aesthetics with
Judaism:

May God avert from His Church what the prophet Jeremiah says of the syna-
gogue of the Jews: “A wonderful and horrible thing is committed in the Jand:
the prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests applaud them with their hands;
and my people love to have it so; and what will you do in the end thereof?”"

King Alfonso’s near contemporary St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) pursued
a similar critique of poetry in his Summa Theologica. Revealingly, he placed the
discussion of poetry in a section of his treatise dedicated to questions about the
“ceremonial precepts” of the “Old Law.” Why are those fleshy ceremonies in
the Scriptures, and how should a Christian relate to them? In clarifying this dif-
ficult question of Christianity’s relationship to the ceremonies of Judaism — the
same question that had animated Peter and Paul’s debate discussed earlier — the
“Angelic Doctor” turns to a cognitive analogy:

Just as human reason fails to grasp poetical expressions on account of their
being lacking in truth, so does it fail to grasp Divine things perfectly, on
account of the sublimity of the truth they contain: and therefore in both cases
there is need of signs by means of sensible figures.

In other words, poetry has to depend upon aesthetic representations because of a
lack of truth, whereas Scripture does so because of an excess of the same: divine
truth is so great as to be beyond human comprehension.

Thomas was fully aware that the Christian cannot escape aesthetics. Even the
salvific domains of scripture and liturgy must utilize language in a fashion similar
to the secular and sensual domains of poetry and rhetoric. It is in order to heighten
the contrast between the two that he insisted on condemning poetry to a position
even more distant from truth than Plato had done. “Poetic fictions have no purpose
except to signify; and such signification does not go beyond the literal sense.”
Remember the Pauline dictum: “for written letters kill, but the Spirit gives life”
(2 Cor. 3:6). For Aquinas, as for many other divines, poetry is restricted to the
domain of the flesh and the letter, that is, to the deadly domain of “Judaism.”8

The history of art and the history of poetry in Christian Europe are, in part, a
history of how art and poetry have defended themselves against these criticisms,
and articulated their legitimacy as truthful, even salvific, practices of representa-
tion and forms of knowledge. The Cantigas deserve a distinguished place in that
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history, for they are quite aware that art has enemies, judging from the effort they
dedicate to staging that enmity and its miraculous defeat, Cantiga 297 directly
confronts the clerical critics of art. It sings of a friar who visited the court of a
king possessed of a particularly beautiful and miracle-working statue of Mary.
The “false friar who did not believe in God” upbraided the king, reproaching him
with idolatry for his excessive belief “that there is power in carved wood,” and
accusing of blindness everyone who cannot see how foolish is such belief. The
king condemns in tumn the incredulous cleric, and predicts that he will come to a
bad end.'”® The friar does indeed go mad, and the cantiga delivers something of
a theological defense of Christian image worship, though not perhaps one that
would pass more learned examination.?

If the frequency of a polemic is any indication of the contested-ness of a posi-
tion, then the compilers of the Cantigas were aware that theirs was precarious
indeed, for they multiply both miraculous images, and their enemies. [n cantiga
74, the devil himself is enlisted in defense of pictorial realism (Figure 10.2).
A painter paints a fresco of the Virgin and of the devil. The two are poised in an
exquisite antithesis, framed by a symmetry of arches and of scaffolding. (The
symmetry is appropriately imperfect: the artist’s pose is different on each side,
and his paints and pots are all aligned with the Virgin’s portrait, rather than the
devil’s.) The devil is angered by the painter’s accurate depiction of his ugliness,
and engages the artist in argument, here depicted with all the gestures of rhetoric:
art and artist are here staged as a form of anti-demonic disputation. The vengeful
demon returns while the artist is once again painting a high fresco of the Virgin,
and destroys the scaffolding upon which he stands, But the falling painter prays to
his patroness, who suspends him miraculously in mid-air by his brush, the tool of
his art becoming also the instrument of his salvation.?

Among art’s more human enemies, Muslims and Jews rank high. Cantiga 99
(Figure 10.3), for example, sings of “how Holy Mary thwarted a great band of
Moors who entered a city of Christians and tried to destroy their holy statues.”
“They saw a statue there which appeared more beautiful than the others,” and
tried to destroy it, but “the statue bore no mark of having been touched or dam-
aged. They all thought they were going to die there, and realized that God was
angered.” As happens so often in these illuminations, the illuminator seems to
call special attention to the materiality of his practice. With each frame the white
background of the parchment becomes increasingly crowded with Muslims, until
in the fourth frame, with their irruption into the city, no empty parchment remains,
except within an arch in which the Muslims, armed with pickaxes, are scraping
away at the page, trying to rid it of its images. They are here the antithesis of the
scribes and illuminators, whose painstaking scraping and preparation of the sup-
porting animal hides cleared space for the Christian image. In this case it is the
image that miracnlously prevails, re-appearing within the space cleared by the
Muslims, who — in the last panel — flee the parchment, leaving its space once again
clear and white for illumination.?

This poem is but one of many in which the Virgin’s image stands for Christian
conquest of Islam, and its removal (almost always thwarted) for Christian defeat.
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Cantiga 292 makes the logic explicit, when it explains that whenever Ferdinand
III (Alfonso’s father) conquered a city from the Muslims, he would place Mary’s
image at the mosque’s door.® Conversely, when the Muslims threaten to recapture
Chincoya castle in canriga 185, the Christian defenders put the Virgin’s image
to something like trial by battle: “If you are the Mother of God,” they exhort
it, “defend this castle and us, who are yours,” lest it “fall into the power of the
unbelieving moors, and so they may not burn your statue.” In Chincoya’s case
Muslim conquest was averted. But in the case of Jerez, which was in fact lost to
the Muslims for a year or two during the revolt of the Mudéjar’s in 1264, cantiga
345 explains that the king and queen first learned of the loss because both simul-
taneously dreamt, during siesta in Seville, that the image of Virgin and Child were
surrounded by fire. They thus realized that the alcazar of Jerez had fallen, and sor-
rowed because “a omagen da Virgen avia mal recebudo.” The reconquest in 1266
was, not surprisingly, marked by a “very great procession” restoring the Virgin’s
image to the chapel, “segun devia ser.”

[t is not much of an exaggeration to say that, in the Cantigas, attitudes toward
the power of devotional art — and especially toward the Virgin’s image and its
miracles — are used to represent the spiritual, as well as the territorial, bound-
ary between Christianity and its enemies. [n the songs we’ve seen thus far, that
enemy is a Muslim. But in others, the enemy of Christian painting is figured as
a Jew. Cantiga 34 (Figure 10.4) provides a famous example. In it a Jew of Con-
stantinople steals an outstandingly beautiful (so the text tells us) image of the
Virgin that has been painted on a board and hung in the street. In the first scene of
the illumination the illuminator makes the point starkly but artfully (Figure 10.5,
detail). A grotesque Jew in profile is juxtaposed to the painting he holds askew
in his hands, already striding into a doorway whose darkness plays foil to the
light color-field of wall from which the painting has been removed. The Jew here
serves as an icon of the anti-iconic, the “pictoriality” of the entire scene empha-
sized by the accumulation of frames - the border of the illumination, the city
walls, and the frame of the icon itself — the illuminators have deployed. In the fol-
lowing scenes the Jew acts accordingly, throwing the painting down a latrine, and
defecating upon it. A Christian then discovers the image, which instead of stinking
of feces smells sweeter than spices, balsam, and unguents, and emits henceforth
a substance like oil. In the last panel we see the board itself enshrined as object
of devotion. And all this, the poem explicitly tells us, the Virgin did “in order to
teach” (por dar entendimento). The Jew here serves as an instructive negative
example against which the proper Christian attitude toward devotional objects
in general, and (I am suggesting) toward the artistic program of the Cantigas in
particular, is meant to emerge in high relief.

Even more than devotional art, the vernacular poetry of the laity needed to legit-
imate its practice within this field of critique, and it met the challenge in much
the same way, with the poets striving to present their critics as “Jews” and her-
etics (Muslims seem here less important), and themselves as enemies of Judaism,
Indeed, Alfonso’s collection begins with a prayer addressing the poor reputation of
lay poetry. In that poetic prayer the royal troubadour differentiates good poetry from
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bad. The good requires art and judgment, as well as divine aid, and demands that
these skills be deployed, not in praise of “other ladies” as many troubadours do, but
only of the Virgin Mary. Alfonso promises to be a good poet, and asks of the Virgin
in exchange that, if his songs be pleasing to her, she reward him with “the reward
she gives to those she loves.” “He who has this assurance will gladly sing for her.”%

And yet this assurance seems difficult to come by. One symptom of the insecu-
rity is that so many of the early songs in the collection are focused on the dangers
of Judaism. The opening pages of the Cantigas in all of their various recensions
are littered with anti-Jewish narratives. They begin (cantiga 2) with a story about
how the Virgin rewarded Alfonso’s patron and inspiration, St. Ildefonso of Toledo,
for preaching against the Jews of Visigothic Spain, some 600 years before Alfon-
50’s reign. They continue (cantiga 3) through the story of Theophilus and the Jew
(to which we shall return), then tinger (cantiga 4) on an account of a Jewish father
throwing his son into a burning oven.”

The poetic stakes in these opening salvos against the Jews become more explicit
if we contrast two of these early cantigas in the collection. Cantiga 8 (Figure 10.6)
invites the clerical critics of poetry directly into the anthology. It tells the story
of a troubadour (whom it names as Pedro of Sieglar) who concluded his poem
to a statue of the Virgin with a request: “Oh glorious one, if you are pleased by
these songs of mine, give us a candle so that we may dine.” Immediately a candle
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descended upon his fiddle, but a Benedictine (judging by the habit in the illumina-
tion) monk snatched it cut of his hand: “You are an enchanter and we shall not let
you have it.” The minstre] repeated the lay, and the miracle was repeated as well,
but the monk again seized the candle, threatening to accuse the poet of sorcery.
A third time the miracle occurred, and this time the audience intervened on behalf
of the poet, at which point the monk prostrated himself (Figure 10.7), realized his
error, and converted, so to speak, to poetry.?®

Here poetry’s ecclesiastical foes — think, for example, of Thomas Aquinas - are
engaged directly, represented as erring Christians. Cantiga 6 sketches a different
approach (Figure 10.8). The song begins with a quasi-scriptural guarantee of truth:

Concerning this, the sacred writings, which neither lie nor err, tell us a great
miracle performed in England by the Holy Virgin Mary, with whom the Jews
have a great quarrel because Jesus Christ, who reproves them, was born of Her.

The (entirely non-scriptural) miracle concerns the son of a beggar widow. “The
boy was wonderfully gifted and handsome and very quick at learning all he heard,
Furthermore he sang so well, sweetly, and pleasantly, that he excelled everyone
in his land and beyond.”

The cantiga foregrounds the material wages of poetic mimesis, presenting the
boy as a successful professional: “Mother, in all frankness, I advise you that from
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Figure 10.7 Detail cantiga 8, Escorial Ms. T.I.1, fols. 15rv
Source: Photo courtesy of EDILAN
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now on you cease to beg, for Holy Mary gives you all that you wish through
me. Let Her provide, for She is very generous.” All were pleased by his art and
rewarded him “except the Jew, who hated him for it,” murdered him with an axe,
and secretly buried the body. But the Virgin resurrects her young troubadour, mak-
ing him sing from the grave so that all the town’s Christians are drawn to the spot.
They remove the boy from his grave, learn from him what had happened, and
promptly kill all the town’s Jews.?

There is a double defense of poetry being staged in this story. On the one hand,
the story aligns the critics of poetry with the Jews — who crucified Jesus because
they blindly perceived only his carnality, and not his divinity — and fantasizes their
extermination. On the other, the Jewish ritual murder of the child-poet is used to
align the poet of the Cantigas — that is, Alfonso X — with Christ, persecuted by
the Jews. Alfonso is here making a strong Christological claim for his own poetry.
And indeed the king was not shy about the claims he made in favor of his own
verse. Cantiga 70 (Figure 10.9) announces in its first line that it is a “song of
praise of Saint Mary, about how she was greeted by the angel.” But the image is
not of the Annunciation’s archangel Gabriel, but of King Alfonso, presenting the
Virgin with an unfurled white scroll of his verses. It is difficult to miss, in this and
the other illuminations to the song, the various and over-determined assertions
of communicative intimacy between Alfonso and the Queen of Heaven that are
encoded in this white scroll, itself representing the Cantigas as mediatic object,
a sign scraped into skin in order to stake the Incarnational claims of Alfonso’s
poetic songs.’

These mediatic claims, the claims of the Cantigas, of their poems and paintings,
were of course also political. Politics too is a type of representation, easily and often
subject to the criticism that it is excessively oriented toward materialism, legalism,
and the lure of worldliness: all aspects of the human that medieval Christians tended
to associate with Judaism. Since I lack the space to address politics in these pages, let
me adumbrate the point through a brief comparison between two images.” The first
comes from cantiga 3, the miracle story of Teéfilo (Theophilus in the Latin versions),
who was the intimate councilor and minister — privado in Castilian — of a bishop.
When the bishop died Tedfilo was offered the mitre, but turned it down out of humil-
ity. Yet as his influence waned under the next bishop he regretted the decision and
turned for help to a very different privado, a Jewish minister of Satan who brokered
the sale of his soul to the devil in exchange for renewed administrative power. Tedfilo
eventually repented and prayed to the Virgin Mary, who interceded for him in the
heavenly court and convinced her Son to recover the contract from Hell.

There are two options represented in this morality tale: a Christian court, in
which power is mediated through virtuous Christian ministers with eternal salva-
tion the goal; and a Satanic one with Jewish ministers, thirsting for earthly power
and condemned to damnation. Over and over the Cantigas proposes the contrast,
in order to present Alfonso as a representative of God rather than Satan. We can
stage the contrast in the difference between two gestures of homage involving
exchanges of scrolls — scrolls which, as I proposed earlier, are signs of the medi-
atic, signs that stand in some sort of relation of representation to the Cantigas
themselves as object (Figure 10.10). Here, in cantiga 3, we see Satan enthroned



Figure 10.9 Cantiga 70, Escortal Ms. T.11, {ols. 103v—104r
Source: Photo courtesy of EDILAN
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with all the trappings of monarchy, with the Jew acting as minister, presenting
his client Teéfilo’s contract to the demonic king.** We might say that this scroll
stands for the lethal potential of the Pauline letter, its “Jewish™ power to kill the
Christian soul. Compare to this murderous medium the salvific scroll we encoun-
tered in cantiga 70, a poem presented in incarnational homage by Alfonso to the
Virgin Mary. It is through such contrasts, through such representations of poetic
and pictorial grace on the one hand, and of its enemies on the other, that Alfonso
and his colleagues sought to define their poetry, their painting, and their politics
as Christian and transcendent.

Did this media strategy work? In the case of Tedfilo evidently so, since cantiga
3 itself tells us that he was saved. Alfonso’s fate is more doubtful. I've already
mentioned that in the 1280s, as these illuminations were being prepared, the king
was himself a virtual prisoner in Seville, defeated by multiple rebellions of clerics
and aristocrats who accused him of being a lover of Jews. In addition to every-
thing else, the “Songs to the Holy Mary” should also be understood as part of
Alfonso’s defense against these charges of “Judaism.” In cantiga 235, the dying
king is even represented as a Christ figure himself, persecuted and crucified by his
“Jewish” enemies, that is, by his rebellious son and subjects.”

We can speak then, of a defense of poetry, of painting, of the Canrigas as mate-
rial medium or aesthetic object, and of Alfonso’s own politics, all being staged
through representations of their enemies — Jewish, Muslim, and heretic — in the
manuscripts. But the question still stands: did this defense succeed? The answer
depends on how you measure success. Looking back at the history of his reign,
many 14th century chroniclers agreed that Alfonso had been condemned by God
for his arrogant “Jewish” faith in the wisdom of this world, and their agreement
hardened into a tradition that reached deep into modernity, as deep even as the
poetry of Baudelaire.* In this sense, we might judge Alfonso’s media strategy a
failure. But if we take the longer, indeed the eternal view, it was a success. For
those same chroniclers, when they pondered the king’s fate, assigned him not to
Hell but to Purgatory, where he had been placed at the intercession of the Virgin
Mary, pleased as she was by the poetry he had devoted to her.

Notes

1 “Authorship”: While scholars agree that King Alfonso did not compose many of the
poems and songs gathered in the Cantigas, some of them are explicitly presented in
first person as his own voice, and the opening represents the overall work as his own.

2 These are Cathedral of Toledo MS BNM MS 10069; Biblioteca del Real Monasterio
del Escorial MS T.I.1 (the so-called cddice rico); Escorial MS B.1.2 (codice de los
musicos); and Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale of Florence, MS Banco Rari 20,

3 As an example of the first, see Joseph O’Callaghan, Alfonso X and the Cantigas de
Santa Maria: A Poetic Biography (Leiden: Brill, 1998). A few of the works on Mus-
lims and Jews in the Cantigas will be cited in the pages that follow, but see also,
among many others: Albert 1. Bagby, Jr., “The Jew in the Céntigas of Alfonso X, el
Sabio,” Speculum 46 (1971), 670-688; idem, “The Moslem in the Cantigas of Alfonso
X, El Sabio,” Kentucky Romance Quarterly 20(1973), 173207, idem, “Alfonso X, el
Sabio compara moros y judios,” Romanische Forschungen 82 {1970}, 578583, idem,
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“Some Characterizations of the Moor in Alfonso X's Céntigas,” The South Central
Bulletin 30 (1970), 164-167; idem, “The Figure of the Jew in the Cantigas of Alfonso
X,” in Studies on the Cantigas de Santa Maria: Art, Music and Poetry, edited by J.LK.
Katz, John E. Keller, Samuel Armistead, and Joseph Snow (Madisen; Hispanic Semi-
nary of Medieval Studies, 1987), 235-245; B.N. Teensma, “Os judeus na Espanha do
seculo XIII, segundo as Cantigas de Santa Mariz de Alfonso X o Sabio,” Oceidente 79
(1970), 85-102; Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, “L.os moros en las cantigas de Alfonso X,”
Al-Qantara 6, 1 (1985), 133-151; Gisela Roitrnan, “Alfonso X, el rey sabio ;Toler-
ante con la minoria judia? Una lectura emblemética de las Cantigas de Santa Maria,”
Emblemata 13 (2007), 31-177; Vikki Hatton and Angus MacKay, “Anti-Semitism in
the Cantigas de Santa Maria,” Bulletin of Hispanic Studies 61 (1983), 189-199; Maria
Dolores Bollo-Panadero, “Heretics and Infidels: The Cantigas de Santa Marfa as Ideo-
logical Instrument of Cultural Codification,” Romance Quarterly 55 (2008), 163—173.

4 Here too there is a bibliography, especially as pertains to the image. See, for example,
Alejandro Garcfa Avilés, “Imdgenes ‘vivientes’: idolatria y herejia en las Cantigas de
Alfonso X el Sabio,” Goya. Revista de Arte 321 (2007), 324-342; Deirdre Elizabeth
Jackson, “Shields of Faith: Apotropaic Images of the Virgin in Alfonso X's Cantigas
de Santa Maria,” RACAR. Revue d'Art Canadienne 24 (1997), 38-46.

5 For facsimile editions of these manuscripts [ have used Alfonso X el Sabio, Cantigas
de Santa Maria. Edicidn facsimil de! Codice T1.1 de la Biblioteca de San Lorenzo de
El Escorial. Siglo X111, 2 vols, (Madrid: Edilan, 1979); Alfenso X el Sabio, Cantigas
de Santa Maria. Edicidn facsimil del cédice B.R. 20 de la Biblioteca Centrale de Flor-
encia. Sigle XII, 2 vols. (Madrid: Edilan, 1989),

6 “Heretics” play an important role here, but will receive short shrift in this essay.
For more on the topic see among many others Alejandro Garcla Avilés, “Imégenes
‘vivientes’: Idolatria y herejfa en las Cantigas de Alfonso X el Sabio,” Goya, 321
(2008), 324-342.

7 On these charges ses P. Linchan, “The Spanish Church Revisited: The Episcopal gra-
vamina of 1279,” in Authority and Power: Studies on Medieval Law and Government
Presented to Walter Ullmann on his Seventieth Birthday, edited by Brian Tierney and
Peter Linehan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 127-147, here 137.

8§ Cantigas de Santa Maria, cantiga 209, “Muite faz grand’ erro e en torto jaz, a Deus
quen lle nega o ben que le faz.” W. Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 3 vols.
{Madrid: Castalia, 1986-9), provides a good edition, here vol, 2, 274-275. The trans-
lations here and throughout are from K. Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary of Alfonso X,
the Wise (Tempe: Arizona Center for Renaissance and Medieval Studies, 2000), here
231, with (here and throughout) occasional modification, In the Florence Banco Rari
manuseript, the cantiga and illumination occur at fols, 119r—-v.

9 Here too there is a long bibliography, in which Norman Roth has been amongst the
more active participants. See, for example, his “Jewish Translators at the Court of
Alfonso X,” Thought 60, 239 (1985), 439-455; “Jewish Collaborators in Alfonso’s
Scientific Work,” in Emperor of Culture: Alfonso X the Learned of Castile and His
Thirteenth Century Renaissance, edited by R.1. Burns (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, 1990), 59-71, 223-230.

10 On carntiga 209 see Francisco Prado-Vilar, “Tudeus Sacer: Life, Law, and [dentity in
the ‘State of Exception’ called ‘Marian Miracle’,” in Judaism and Christian Art: Aes-
thetic Anxieties from the Catacombs to Colonialism, edited by Herbert L. Kessler and
David Nirenberg (Phitadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 115-142.

IT Georges Daumet, “Les testaments d’Alphonse X le Savant, roi de Castille,” Biblio-
thégue de I'Ecole des Chartes 67 (1906), 70-99; O'Callaghan, Alfonso X and the Can-
tigas de Santa Maria, 228.

12 See e.g. Augustine, /n evangelium Joannis tractatus (Tractates on the Gospel of John),
PL 32, 1443, citing 2 Cor. 2:9; or Jerome, Commentaria in Matthaeum (Commentaries
on Matthew), PL 26, 168 A-C, who condemns the practice of putting gospel texts on
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13

14

15
16

17
18

19

20

the ill body as equivalent to the Pharisees’ use of phylacteries. My thanks to Ryan Giles
for making clear to me the relevance of these texis to cantiga 209.

For Bernard’s critique of images see Conrad Rudolph, The ‘Things of Greater Impar-
tance': Bernard of Clairvauxk Apologia and the Medieval Attitude toward Art (Phil-
adelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), esp. Apologia 28, De picturis
et sculpturis, auro et argento in monasteriis: “et mihi repracsentant quodammodo
antiquum ritum ludaecrum,” 278; idols, dung, avarice, and usury, 280. On those who
consider churches synagogues, see Bernard’s Letter 241:1. See also Jean-Claude
Schmitt, “Les ideles chrétiennes,” in L idoldtrie (Rencontres de 1"Ecole dy Louvre)
(Paris: La Documentation Frangaise, 1990), 107118,

Catdlica Impugnacion, edited by F. Mérquez and F. Martin Hernandez (Barcelona:
Juan Floris, 1961), 189, See Felipe Pereda’s Las imdgenes de la discordia: Politica
¥ poética de la imagen sagrada en la Espaita del 400 (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 2007),
27-144; and idem, “Through a Glass Darkly: Paths to Salvation in Spanish Paint-
ing at the Outset of the Inquisition,” in Judaism and Christian Art, 263-290, here
270-272.

On this tradition of criticism see the essays collected in Judaism and Christian Art,
edited by Kessler and Nirenberg.

Augustine, De civitate Dei 2.14, 9.7 and elsewhere on Plato’s and the Platonists’ con-
demnations of poetry, 6.10 on Varro’s critique of “poetical theology.” For literature on
Christian attitudes toward Pagan religion and poetry more broadly see R.P.C. Hanson,
“The Christian Attitude to Pagan Religions up to the Time of Constantine the Great,” in
Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt: Geschichte und Kultur Roms im Spiegel
der neueren Forschung, edited by Hildegard Temporini and Wolfgang Haase (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1980), 910-973; K. Q. Sanders, “The Challenge of Homer: School,
Pagan Poets and Early Christianity,” in Peetry and Exegests in Premodern Latin Chris-
tianity: The Encounter between Classical and Christian Strategies of Interpretation,
edited by W, Otten and K. Pollmann (Leiden: Brill, 2007). For an elegant summation of
“The Place of Poetry in Latin Christianity,” see W. Evenepoel’s article with that title in
Early Christian Poetry: A Collection of Essays, edited by Jan den Boeft and Antonius
Hilhorst {Brill: Leiden, 1993), 35-60.

Augustine, De doctrina IV.5.7, citing Cicero, De inventione 1.1; De doctrina 4.14.30,
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica LI1.101 on the ceremonial precepts:

quod sicut poetica non capiuntur a ratione humana propter defectum veritatis,
qui est in eis, ita etiam ratio humana perfecte capere non potest divina propter
excedentem ipsorum veritatem, et ideo utrobique opus est repraesentatione per sen-
sibiles figuras,

Compare op. cit. L1 on metaphor in scripture: “Procedere autem per similitudines
varias, et repracsentationes, est proprium Poeticae. . . . “No purpose”: Thomas Aqui-
nas, Quedlibetal Questions 7.6.16.

Cantiga 297: “o que cree que vertude 4 no madeir’ entallado . . . & tonno que € mui cego
0 que aquesto non vee, . . . Este rei tenno que enos idolos cree.” Mettmann, Cantigas
de Santa Maria, 2, 1234, lines 30-33, 38.

According to the cantiga, images have the power to heal those who believe because
“ben assi por semellanca / a recebe a omagen mantenente sen tardanga / daquel de que
¢ fegura, macar om’ a el non vee” (20-24). Thomas Aquinas might not have entirely
approved of the argument: see ST I11.25.v. But see here Rocfo Sanchez Ameijeiras,
“Ymagines sanctae: Fray Juan Gil de Zamora y la teoria de Ia imagen sagrada en las
Cantigas de Santa Maria,” Homengje a José Garcia Oro, edited by M. Roman! Mar-
tinez and M. A. Novoa Gémez (Santiago de Compostela: Universidad de Santiago de
Compostela, 2002), 515-526.
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For cantiga 74 see Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 216-7, and Escorial T.I1
fols. 108v-109r,

For cantiga 99 see Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 283-4, and Escorial T.L1
fols. 143v-144r.

Cantiga 292, Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 2, 110-113, here lines 28-29,
Cantiga 185 (= Edildn facsimile 187) in Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 597-600,
lines 75-78. Cantiga 345, Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 3, 197—200, here lines
71-76, 103, 108-109.

For cantiga 34 see Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 100-1, and Ms. T.1.1 fols.
49v—50r. The story first appears in Gregory of Tours, Glory of the Martyrs, translated
by Raymond van Dam (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1988), 40. Sce Leo-
pold Kretzenbacher, Das verletzte Kulthild: Voraussetzungen, Zeitschichten und Aus-
sagewandel eines abendlandischen Legendentypus (Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1977), 66-70. For a Byzantine version see Heinz
Gauer, Texte zum byzantinishcen Bildersireit: Der Synodalbrief der drei Patriarchen
des Ostens von 836 und seine Verwandlung in sieben Jahrhunderten (Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang, 1994), 69-70. Jean-Marie Sansterre comments upon both episodes
in “L'image blessée, 'image souffrante; quelques récits de miracles entre Orient et
Occident (VIe-XIle sitcle),” in Les images dans les sociétés médiévales. Pour une
histoire comparée, edited by Jean-Marie Sansterre and Jean-Claude Schmitt (Brussels
and Rome: Academia Belgica, 1999), 113130, here 115-116. The fate of the offend-
ing Jew differs across these accounts. In Gregory of Tours he is stoned, in the Byzan-
tine anti-iconoclastic version he is converted, and in the Cantigas, he is executed by
the devil, rather than by human hands.

Cantiga B: Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 2-3; Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy
Mary, 2.

Because a number of these earlier miracles are adapted from existing collections such
as Goitier of Coiney’s, their significance for an understanding of Alfonso’s attitudes is
sometimes minimized. But as [ hope these pages will make clear, they entirely cohere
with Alfonso’s aesthetic project, and indeed provided a stark manifesto for that project.
That, not the mere fact of their availability, is presumably why they were assigned such
prominent place.

Mettmann, Canfigas de Santa Maria, 1, 26-27; Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary, 13—14;
Escorial MS. T.1.1, fols. 15p-v.

Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 1, 21-23; Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary, 11-12;
Escorial MS. T.1.1, fols. 12v—-13v.

Cantiga 70 in the Escorial manuscript {(Escorial MS.T.I.1, fols. 103v—104r) is num-
bered both by Mettmann and Kulp-Hill as cantiga 80 (following the order in Escorial
MS B.L2, the cddice de los misicos: Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Marta, 1, 235;
Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary, 105. 1 owe the observation to my many conversations
with Laura Ferndndez Fernandez. Ana Dominguez Rodriguez’s valuable article on
the topic of the king’s representation as Mary’s troubadour does not comment on this
aspect of the representation: “Imégenes de un rey trovador de Santa Maria (Alfonso X
en Las Cantigas),” in il medio Oriente e I'Occidente nell'Arte del XIIT secolo. Atti del
XXIV Congresso Internazionale di Storia dell'drte (Bologna, 1979), edited by Hans
Belting (Bologne: CLUEB, 1982), 229-239.

For an extensive treatment of this theme, see David Nirenberg, “ *JTudaism’ as Political
Concept: Toward a Critique of Political Theology,” Representations 128 (2014), 1-29.
Mettmann, Cantigas de Sania Maria, 1, 9-10; Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary, 5-6;
Escorial MS.T.L1, fols. 7v--8r. On the Theophilus miracle in the Cantigas see Pamela
Pation, “Constructing the Inimical Jew in the Cantigas de Santa Maria: Theophi-
lus’s Magician in Text and Image,” in Beyond the Yellow Badge: Anti-Judaism and
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Antisemitism in Medieval and Early Modern Visual Culture, edited by Mitchell B. !

Merback (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 233256, . Part 1V
33 Mettmann, Cantigas de Santa Maria, 2, 335-38; Kulp-Hill, Songs of Holy Mary, ;
281-283.
34 On these chroniclers, Baudelaire, and Alfonso’s arrogant confidence in the wisdom of :
this world, see the sources assembled in David Nirenberg, * ‘Judaism’, ‘Islam’, and | Sp eCtaCleS Of empll' e

the Dangers of Knowledge in Christian Culture, with Special Attention to the Case of . .
King Alfonso X, ‘the Wise’, of Castile,” in Mapping Knowledge: Cross-Pollination and ldentlty
in Late Antiguity and the Middle Ages (Arabica Verltas, 1), edited by C. Burnett and

P. Mantas-Espafia (Cordoba: Oriens Academica, 2014), 253-276.
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