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			Praise for The Wise King

			“This wonderful book by Simon Doubleday, an eminent scholar and leading expert on life in Medieval Europe, sets to rest for all time the fiction that the Renaissance was purely an Italian creation. Beautifully written and lyrical, full of fascinating details and surprisingly sexy, Doubleday’s book sheds new light on the remarkable life of Alfonso the Wise, and gives the Iberian peninsula the credit it deserves for serving as a hothouse of intellectual innovation. Spain’s contributions are often overlooked by European historians, and this book goes far in reestablishing the regions primacy as a thought leader on the continent.”

			—Kirstin Downey, managing editor of Washington Watch and author of Woman Behind the New Deal and Isabella the Warrior Queen.

						 

			“Simon Doubleday’s The Wise King delves into the legend and reality of Alfonso the Wise, medieval Spain’s most storied king. Doubleday skillfully locates this patron of culture, poet, crusader, would-be Roman emperor, ruler over Christians, Muslims, and Jews, within the broader historical trends, cultural developments, and noble networks of a medieval Europe on the cusp of the Renaissance. This book vividly brings to light a historical character who remains largely unknown to the English-speaking world.”

			—Brian A. Catlos, professor of religious studies at the University of Colorado and author of Infidel Kings and Unholy Warriors

			 

			“Simon Doubleday’s biography of the famous Spanish king Alfonso X is extremely original. Each chapter is written around a central aspect of Alfonso’s character and interests—love, astronomy, hunting, fatherhood, friendship, healing, anger—allowing Doubleday to tell the interweaving stories of a life, and providing the reader with a means to meditate on its resonance for his or her own life.”

			—Jesús R. Velasco, chair of the Department of Latin American and Iberian Cultures at Columbia University

			 

			“Simon Doubleday’s book is an engaging and scintillating account of how the modern gaze into the medieval mirror can foster wisdom and humanity in contemporary readers, princes and paupers alike.”

			—Stanislao Pugliese, professor of history at Hofstra University and author of the NBCC-nominated Bitter Spring: A Life of Ignazio Silone
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			Prologue

			Sometime around the year 1237, a Spanish prince approaching the age of sixteen opened a book and began to read. The text was titled the Book of the Twelve Wise Men, and as the young man quickly realized, it was one of the “mirrors for princes,” the sage manuals of advice that medieval rulers valued so highly. Through stories and colorful examples, these exemplary texts allowed readers to sharpen their sense of how to live well. In a work of this kind, you might glimpse the space that separated the person you were from the person you might still become.

			The book could not have fallen into the hands of a more receptive reader. The prince—whose name was Alfonso and who, as the eldest sibling, was heir to the Spanish realms of Castile and León—was a sharp and curious young man, eager to advance his skills in the arts of ruling. His father, Fernando III, was a devastatingly effective military leader, the paragon of Christian warrior values, whose reign was a critical phase in the centuries-long campaign to colonize central and southern Spain, wresting the Iberian Peninsula from Islamic rule. The previous year, Fernando had occupied the beautiful city of Córdoba, which had once been the center of a powerful Spanish caliphate. Alfonso was in some ways cut from the same cloth: after his accession to the throne in 1252, he would pursue new conquests in the south and in North Africa. He aspired to become Holy Roman Emperor, a title that would allow him to take on the mantle of the supreme ninth-century ruler Charlemagne and fulfill a dream that had long been close to the hearts of the kings and queens of Castile. He hoped, in this way, to hold sway not only in a large part of Spain but also in a vast continental patchwork of territories stretching over much of Germany and Italy.

			But Alfonso—a man with a voracious appetite for ideas and, paradoxically, a deep admirer of the culture that flourished in the same Muslim territories he was busily annexing by force of arms—was more innovative than his father. As Alfonso X, king of Castile and León, he would soon be celebrated as El Sabio, the Wise. A “Renaissance man” before the Renaissance—or, to be precise, before the Renaissance is traditionally believed to have begun—Alfonso was the most intellectually impassioned of all medieval rulers and the most creatively inspired. While other kings sought strength through cultural renewal, none equaled his commitment to literature, architecture, and the arts; single-handedly, he exorcises the myth that medieval Europe was mired in a dark age.

			Linked by marriage, faith, culture, and commerce to all the kingdoms of Christendom, he stood out among his illustrious contemporaries, his realm a beacon of light and learning. His half sister, Leonor—Eleanor of Castile—helped to transmit much of this cultural energy to northern Europe when, in a successful attempt to defuse tensions with Henry III of England, Alfonso arranged for her marriage to Prince Edward, the future Edward I. The union ushered in a period of close collaboration between the two expansionist realms, and despite the misgivings of her island subjects, Leonor would be instrumental in reenergizing cultural life at the English court.

			Alfonso himself married into the royal family of the other great Christian realm in medieval Spain, Aragon, through his betrothal to Yolant, daughter of Jaume I (r. 1213–1276), conqueror of Valencia and the sunbathed island of Mallorca. Yolant, who was sometimes known in Castile as “Violante”, was for many years a valuable, skillful, and independently minded partner in rulership, as well as mother to most of his children, becoming one of a considerable number of politically powerful Iberian queens. She and Alfonso arranged for the betrothal of their eldest son, Fernando de la Cerda, to Blanche, daughter of Louis IX of France and his wife Marguerite of Provence. Alfonso treasured his relationship with the French king, who—with Marguerite’s close collaboration—led the Seventh and Eight Crusades and was eventually canonized as Saint Louis.

			The most dazzling of all Alfonso’s contemporaries was the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II (r. 1220–1250), known as the stupor mundi—the wonder of the world—for the sophistication of his itinerant court, based primarily in Sicily and southern Italy. Here, in another part of the Mediterranean world long suffused with Islamic culture, Frederick gathered a multiethnic array of scholars, scientists, musicians, and falconers, among them Muslims, Jews, Greek Orthodox Christians, and Roman Catholics. To Jacob Burckhardt, the nineteenth-century historian and godfather of Italian Renaissance studies, the emperor’s intimate knowledge of “Saracenic” government and culture was one factor that enabled him to become, for better or worse, “the first ruler of the modern type who sat upon a throne.” But if Frederick II was a model for the young Alfonso, the Spanish prince’s wondrous achievements would eventually eclipse the emperor’s.

			Envisioning himself as a philosopher-king, in line with ideas of rulership circulating widely in the Christian and Muslim worlds at the time, Alfonso X aimed at educating his people using the most commonly spoken vernacular language, Castilian Spanish, rather than the universal Latin of the church. A prolific patron of lyric verses, histories, and works on subjects as diverse as chess, hunting, and the medicinal—perhaps magical—properties of rare and precious stones, he also infused his limitless energy into the compilation of an astonishing spectrum of law codes. The most influential of these codes, the Siete partidas (Seven Divisions), has been compared in its ambition to those of Justinian and Napoleon and takes the form of 2,700 moral and philosophical essays. It was to have a long afterlife across the Spanish Empire, even shaping civil law traditions in parts of the southern United States. A relief portrait of Alfonso, carved in white Vermont marble, still hangs over the gallery doors of the House Chamber in the US House of Representatives today.

			Yet, whereas Alfonso X is a household name in Spain and, indeed, the subject of a television drama series, he remains largely unknown to English-speaking readers. A stereotype of Spain as a fanatically religious and intolerant culture has long obscured the figure of the Wise King and his contributions to global culture. This image, which first emerged in sixteenth-century Protestant Europe and was later absorbed into the Anglo-American imagination, disguises the reality that Spain had long been one of the most richly diverse medieval societies.

			For several centuries, Alfonso’s name was closely associated with the works of astronomy produced either at his court or under his patronage. The most widely known of the king’s astronomical works was the Alfonsine Tables, a set of data that made it possible to calculate the relative positions of the sun, moon, and stars. The results revitalized European science; there is no doubt that in this sense Spain played a significant role in shaping the broader European Renaissance. Copernicus relied on the Tables in the 1490s as a student at the University of Cracow, and his personal copy still survives. But the tables were just one highlight of an ongoing, cutting-edge scientific program that encompassed the whole of Alfonso’s reign. From his de facto capital, Seville, Alfonso monitored this program closely. His fascination with the study of the stars is important in ways that go far beyond its immediate scientific significance. It speaks to his conviction that human intelligence could discern the mysteries of the universe, a conviction that we might usually associate with the Italian Renaissance. His contributions to astronomy and astrology alone would have ensured his immortality: on the surface of the moon, the crater Alphonsus lies adjacent to a second crater called Ptolemaeus, after the brilliant astronomer and mathematician of ancient Alexandria. (In the modern space age, Alphonsus was considered as a potential site for the Apollo 16 moon landings, although NASA eventually opted for Descartes).

			Today, however, the king is more widely known for his musical projects. Lovers of early music treasure his Cantigas de Santa María (Songs of Holy Mary), a cycle of 419 songs of devotion to the Virgin. The songs were written in the lyric language of Galician-Portuguese, recounting the many miracles performed by the Queen of Heaven. Some of the miracles they celebrated were very recent and very local, while others—particularly the earliest—drew on “international” Marian tales from beyond the Iberian Peninsula. Alfonso himself is thought to have written roughly twenty of the songs and some of the musical settings. Adopting a role as personal troubadour to the Virgin and intermediary between her court and his kingdom, he hoped to enhance an aura of majesty that accentuated his authority as ruler of the realm.

			The illuminated images that accompany the text (and sometimes the musical notation) of the surviving cantigas manuscripts offer an extraordinary window onto private and public life in medieval Spain. In the Códice rico (Rich Codex), above all, we encounter a dazzling array of colors. The images feature, for instance, the deep blue tint derived from lapis lazuli—the semiprecious stone, imported to the western Mediterranean from mines as far away as Afghanistan, that would become such a prominent feature of Renaissance art. But these songs were not designed for purely private enjoyment; they were meant for public, theatrical performance. The illustrations in one manuscript—the so-called Códice de los músicos (Musicians’ Codex)—feature a dazzling variety of instruments, including fiddles, zithers, and bagpipes, played by both Muslims and Christians.

			The songs are embedded in a wide range of real-life social contexts across Spain and other parts of western Europe. They all bear witness to the compassionate intervention of the Virgin, whom—as a good stargazer—he describes variously as the Star of the Morning (Strela Madodinna), Star of Day (Strela do Día), and Star of the Sea (Strela do Mar). This was a medieval multimedia project extraordinaire. The songs’ words and music alike envelop modern listeners in the rich fabric of thirteenth-century culture. Audiences are still treated to performances across the world, allowing the voices and values of Alfonso’s court to reach us with unparalleled immediacy.
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					Muslim and Christian lute players in the Cantigas de Santa María, no. 120, Códice de los músicos (Musicians’ Codex), Real Biblioteca del Monasterio de El Escorial, Ms. B.I.2. Reproduced courtesy of Archivo Oronoz. 

				

			

			The cantigas remind us of how medieval Christianity—far from being a repressive and intolerant foil to the Greco-Roman world, a barbarous enemy of culture, as the sixteenth-century Renaissance art historian Giorgio Vasari would claim—often provided a framework for creative innovation. Vasari, who first coined the term rinascità (renaissance) to describe the rebirth of the arts after what he imagined to have been a 1,000-year period of darkness, helped to propagate the long-lived and resilient myth that this rebirth had originated in Italy—and above all in Florence. “Towards 1250,” he wrote, “Heaven, moved to pity by the noble spirits which the Tuscan soil was producing every day, restored [the arts] to their primitive condition.” In reality, the Italian Renaissance was just one spectacular stage in a longer process of cultural revitalization, encompassing much of the Mediterranean world, including both its southern and far western shores, as well as the north.

			In this story, Spain played a vital role. From Barcelona south to Almería, the coastal cities of Iberia had experienced a long economic and cultural revival since the eleventh century. Seville, deeply enmeshed in Mediterranean trade, had become one of the two pillars of a great Islamic empire extending far into North Africa, and a subtle alchemy had been set in motion across the peninsula. It was in Spain that close contact with generations of sophisticated Muslim thinkers, poets, writers, scientists, mathematicians, and architects infused new vitality into the heart of Western culture. But in order to understand the dynamic, hybrid world within which the life of Alfonso the Wise would play out, we need first to turn back the clock to a moment half a millennium before his accession to the throne.

			 

			In 711, a decisive military occupation by Berber and Arab forces had brought most of the Iberian Peninsula—all but a sliver of territory in the mountainous north and northwest—under the control of Muslim rulers. The newly occupied territory, whose geographical extent would wax and wane over the coming centuries, came to be known as al-Andalus. It is often convenient to refer to this territory as “Muslim Spain,” although the value of this term is limited in two ways. First, at its height al-Andalus included the entirety of what is now Portugal: it stretched far beyond the modern region of Andalusia (making it necessary to use the adjective “Andalusi,” not “Andalusian”). Second, al-Andalus was by no means purely Muslim. Andalusi society was vibrantly multiethnic and pluralistic. The majority of the population remained Christian as late as the tenth century, while gradually adopting the Arabic language and adapting to the new cultural forms of their conquerors. The Jewish cultural contribution was also profound; there had been substantial Jewish communities in Iberia since the days of the Roman Empire. The absorption of this Andalusi Jewish population would prove transformative when—from the eleventh century—the Christian colonization of the peninsula accelerated.

			Territorial motives rather than ideals of holy war or jihad usually drove both Christians and Muslims at this stage; only in the twelfth century would this change significantly. Military offensives by the emirs of Córdoba, who declared themselves caliphs in 929, overlaid and rebuffed the gradual expansion of petty Christian kingdoms in the north—among them León and, later, the frontier kingdom of Castile. The fragmentation of the caliphate in the early eleventh century allowed the Christians to gain the upper hand for the first time; yet the Castilian recapture of Toledo (1085)—a moment of Pyrrhic triumph—was followed the very next year by an incisive counterattack led by a militant group known as the Almoravids, with their center of operations deep in the Maghreb, in Marrakech. For the next century, the fate of Iberia hung in the balance.

			But as armies marched north and south and launched lightning raids deep into enemy territory, new cultural forms also crystallized. More than a place of tolerance, the peninsula became an arena of hybridity and overlapping influences. This was the phenomenon that some modern scholars have termed convivencia: a dynamic and pragmatic coexistence among people of different faiths. Not to be confused with multicultural harmony, this coexistence unfolded within a deeply colonial context. Shaped by competing forms of expansionism—both Islamic and Christian—Iberia acquired the cosmopolitan diversity that is often a product of empire. In Christian kingdoms across the peninsula, delicately carved works of ivory from al-Andalus were transformed into reliquaries to hold the bones of Christian saints. Dozens of Christian churches across the north replicated the architectural forms of the great mosque of Córdoba, and on a broader level still, contact with Muslims permanently reshaped both the language and the diet of ordinary Castilians.

			For northern Christians, Andalusi culture enjoyed a magnetic appeal. Like the global projection of American popular culture today, this kind of appeal owed a great deal to the economic power of al-Andalus and permeated society at all levels. There was deep admiration for the cultural advances of the Arabic-Islamic world and the storehouse of knowledge that it embodied. Indeed, the “Scientist Pope” Gerbert of Aurillac had traveled to the monastery of Ripoll in northeastern Spain at the end of the tenth century in search of mathematical and astronomical knowledge from al-Andalus—an attitude that differed entirely, of course, from respect for the religion of Islam itself.

			Alfonso inherited this admiration. A decade after he opened the Book of the Twelve Wise Men, he stood awestruck before the walls of “Ishbilya”—Seville, the glittering capital of the Muslim realms of the south—while his father, Fernando III, prepared his final assault on the city. As he stood in the vast Christian encampment, besieging the town, he marveled at the architecture before him: at the fortification called the Tower of Gold, radiantly perched on the banks of the Guadalquivir River, and, above all, at the svelte minaret that almost exactly mirrored its twin in Marrakesh and that, in a later age, came to be known as La Giralda, the most iconic structure in Seville.
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					Artist’s impression of the principal Almohad minaret in Seville (Giralda): Alejandro Guichot y Sierra (1910). Reproduced courtesy of Archivo Oronoz.

				

			

			The prince who stood admiringly at the gates of Seville also inherited a desire to conquer and dominate al-Andalus. This desire stemmed in turn from a haunting fear—one that proved well founded later in his reign—that Islamic forces might reverse and overturn his father’s recent conquests in the south. The Cantigas de Santa María underscore his belief in the superiority of Christianity over all other religions, and while they may on occasion have served as an instrument of voluntary conversion, they sometimes call bluntly for the complete elimination of Islam from Iberia. Mary herself, the subject of Alfonso’s undying devotion, had already become an emblem of Christian holy war, as well as of protective motherhood. Yet within this colonial context, in which tolerance was neither an explicit concept nor a well-developed reality, it remained possible to be deeply and genuinely impressed by the cultural and scientific achievements of Muslim Spain.

			As he prepared to lead his kingdom, Alfonso was transfixed by al-Andalus. Far more than his military-minded father, he would draw on a legacy of lively, long-standing interactions between Castile and its Muslim allies and vassals. In this sense, he anticipated the way in which—in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—Italian city-states would later become interlinked with Ottoman Turkey and the Egyptian Mamluks.

			Alfonso’s powerful engagement with al-Andalus was a vital catalyst. It would shape his pursuit of knowledge of the stars and their impact on human affairs. Ever since Muslim kings had ruled the city in the eleventh century, Toledo in particular had been a hub of astrology: that is, “applied astronomy,” or the highly advanced science of the stars as they affected human life. Equally, it shaped his sustained interest in medical science, his appreciation of chess and hunting as markers of courtly sophistication, and his surprisingly open embrace of sexuality. Andalusi contact would heighten his awareness of the importance of personal friendships. He was deeply influenced in this respect by his reading of Aristotle, whose works had been recently translated from Arabic into Latin. Even his devotional songs, the Cantigas de Santa María, reflect the influence of Andalusi lyrical forms.

			Alfonso also acquired the ideal of the wise king, leading his people as much in culture and reflection as in war, in part from Andalusi culture. This model of kingship, he was sure, might bring contentment both to himself and to his people. His quest for his own happiness and that of his subjects was unrelenting in the face of constant obstacles. For the road that lay ahead of the young prince would be extraordinarily hard, challenging the limits of his skills in rulership, his emotional strength, and his wisdom as a human being. In the cultural renewal of his realms, Alfonso’s attempts to transcend personal setbacks, national calamities, and physical and emotional pain would ultimately prove the most powerful catalyst of all.

		

	
		
			1

			Players

			[image: ]

			Jupiter has power over the Christian Spaniards. Mars has power over the Arabs. Saturn has power over the Berbers. The man who wishes to battle against any of these peoples should ensure that the planet we have indicated here is in decline.

			—Yehuda ben Mosé, Book of Crosses, 1259

			A young king and his soldiers were riding toward the frontier, across the plains of Castile. It was the autumn of 1221. Fernando III would have cut a fine figure as he traveled. Born to a long line of warrior kings, he knew the importance of chivalric prowess and was, as his eldest son later wrote, “adept at all the arts a good knight should possess; he was skilled at throwing short and long lances in tournaments, and at taking up and bearing arms in an elegant way.” Fernando was to become one of the most powerful players in the checkered history of his kingdom: the ruler who would later conquer the Muslim-dominated Spanish cities of Córdoba and Seville, who would be depicted with sword in hand on his tomb, and who would eventually be acknowledged as a saint of the Catholic Church, performing posthumous miracles for the humblest members of Spanish society. But all this lay far in the future. For now, Fernando was living in a moment of crisis and rebellion.

			All the world’s a chessboard, ran the thirteenth-century refrain, and in medieval Spain’s complex game of power politics, anything could happen. One false move could spell disaster, and superiority in the social hierarchy was no guarantee of victory. In the pages devoted to chess in the Book of Games, which Alfonso the Wise commissioned toward the end of his life, a Muslim player might defeat a Christian, and a black player might defeat a white one. On the chessboard itself, a small piece could always capture a more powerful piece or corner a king. 

			On the metaphorical board of the realm, the pieces might even revolt against their own king, defecting to another side. That autumn, a member of the most powerful aristocratic family in the land—Gonzalo Núñez de Lara—had turned renegade, orchestrating a rebellion against the king. The roots of the crisis lay in the brief, unhappy reign of the previous king, Enrique I. When ten-year-old Enrique had inherited the throne seven years before, in 1214, his older and politically masterful sister Berenguela had at first acted as regent, but Gonzalo and his brothers had edged her out, using their power to advance their family’s interests. When Enrique had died suddenly in 1217, Berenguela—aged thirty-seven—had inherited the throne, assuming the title of Queen of Castile and Toledo. From that point onward, she had co-ruled with her son, Fernando, often as the dominant partner. As the realm descended into civil war, the three Lara brothers had turned for support, in desperation but in vain, to the ruler of the kingdom to the northwest, Alfonso IX of León. Their luck had run out. The eldest was captured, tortured, and—after his release—killed in battle. His younger brothers sought exile in León but seem to have outstayed their welcome. The second fled south to Morocco—land of the Almohad Empire, the greatest Muslim power in the western Mediterranean—where he died in exile. 

			It was thus that in November 1221, the last remaining brother, Gonzalo Núñez, was instigating an uprising against royal authority at Molina de Aragon. A contingent of royal soldiers, under the command of the king, was heading at high speed over the plains to confront the rebels.

			Riding alongside the king was his young and heavily pregnant queen, the sixteen-year-old German princess Beatrix of Swabia. The queen mother, Berenguela, had chosen her son’s bride carefully. Beatrix’s lineage could not have been more illustrious. Born into the powerful Hohenstaufen dynasty, she was daughter of Philip, duke of Swabia, who had been assassinated in 1208, in the midst of civil war in Germany, when she was roughly three years old. Later, she had been raised in the household of her father’s erstwhile rival Otto IV of Brunswick, whom her elder sister had married as part of a peace agreement with the Hohenstaufens. Otto was named Holy Roman Emperor the following year and would retain this title until his murder in 1215, so for a half dozen years, Beatrix had lived at the imperial court. She was also cousin to the Italian-born Hohenstaufen prince who would succeed Otto as emperor, Frederick II, and had been living alongside him in the years before her wedding. Beatrix had similarly glamorous—and equally turbulent—roots on the other side of the family; her maternal uncle had been the Byzantine emperor, Alexios IV Angelos, and her mother the princess Irene Angelina.

			Beautiful and refined, Beatrix—who came to be known in Spanish as “Beatriz”— brought new finesse to the Castilian court. She had arrived for her wedding in the royal city of Burgos almost exactly two years earlier; it had been a solemn occasion, attended by the “leading men of the cities” as well as by the bishops and magnates of the realm. In the upper cloister of the city’s Gothic cathedral, constructed later in the century, a pair of polychrome statues depicts the royal couple. A lightly bearded King Fernando stands to the left, gently offering his bride a ring that he holds in his right hand, his robes lined with scarlet. At his feet, a pet dog—symbol of fidelity—rests peacefully. Beatrix stands to the right, every bit his equal in height and dignity, gracefully holding her fur-lined cloak, protection against the onset of early winter. 
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					Royal couple, probably Fernando III of Castile and León and Beatrix of Swabia: upper cloister of Burgos Cathedral. © Author. 

				

			

			Leaving Fernando to continue his military campaign against the renegade brothers, Beatrix now took refuge in the city of Toledo, a suitable place for the birth of a prince. Rising majestically above the plains, Toledo—recaptured by the Castilian king Alfonso VI in 1085—was steeped in historical memories. Some were painful. In the eighth century all-conquering Muslim armies had seized the royal city, the spiritual capital of the Visigothic kingdom. Others were violent. The Christians crushed an Almoravid army in 1143, after which they impaled the heads of enemy leaders on Christian spears and led Muslim captives into the city in chains. But the winding streets of the city into which the young queen’s cortege now rode also evoked other, happier memories of the past, when this had been a place of intimate (although not always harmonious) coexistence between different religious communities. 

			Here in Toledo an intellectual revolution had unfolded in the twelfth century, as translators brought to light a world of ancient wisdom, preserved in Arabic, as well as the works of recent Muslim thinkers, setting aflame the imagination of Christendom. Even now, Muslims continued to live alongside Christians. A significant proportion of the Christian community in Toledo spoke Arabic. These “Mozarabs,” who had been permitted to live under Muslim control, played an important role in the process of cultural translation, facilitating this Spanish “renaissance of learning.” So did the city’s vibrant Jewish community, which lived mostly in the walled quarter known as Madinat al-Yahud.

			One wise and learned ruler of Toledo, al-Mamun (r. 1043–1075), had overseen a cultural flourishing that had made Toledo famous across western Europe as a center of scientific learning. The city’s gardens, watered with high-technology irrigation, were renowned across the Islamic world too. In the quarter of al-Hizam, perched high in the eastern sector of the city, al-Mamun constructed a magnificent palace that long entranced the new Christian rulers. When Beatrix entered Toledo in the autumn of 1221, the “cathedral” building was still the grand mosque in which al-Mamun had worshipped.

			 

			Beatrix gave birth to a baby boy, Alfonso, on November 23, perhaps in one of al-Mamun’s palace buildings. A love for the legacy of al-Andalus would envelop and swaddle him until the end of his days.

			 

			As an infant, Alfonso was entrusted very early to a wet nurse, a common practice among the social elites of thirteenth-century Europe. Parents chose their babies’ wet nurses carefully, not least because the high rate of infant mortality was often attributed to deficiencies in their milk. One contemporary writer, Giles of Rome, recommended that a nurse should have similar physical characteristics to the birth mother, because a mother’s milk corresponded to the needs of her child. Nurses for royal families were usually married women of high, but not aristocratic, social status. Deep emotional and physical bonds might emerge between wet nurse and child. Wet nurses often used to hug and kiss the babies entrusted to them, singing and whistling them to sleep, evening chewing their food for them. Arabic medical knowledge was an important source of guidance on the subject. The Dominican friar Vincent de Beauvais drew generously on the work of Avicenna (908–1037), proclaiming, “The wet nurse must be of middling age, that is between twenty five and thirty years old, which is an age of youth and health. Also to be considered are her physical appearance, her customs, the shape of her breasts, the quality of her milk, and the length of time that has passed since her last birth.” (Vincent went on to cite al-Razi [c. 865–925] and Alí Abbas [d. 994], for whom the wet nurse’s sexual self-control was an important criterion.)

			The prince was raised largely away from the hustle and bustle of court life, in the countryside just to the southwest of Burgos. His childhood friends included a young boy from the Lara family—Nuño González, son of the rebel Gonzalo. The power, wealth, and influence of this old aristocratic lineage were clearly sufficient to allow the boy’s family to be rehabilitated. The crown needed to collaborate with the high nobility in order to govern effectively. Alfonso was soon playing games with his own brothers and sisters too. His mother, Beatrix, seems to have borne at least nine other children: six boys and three girls.

			As a young boy, the prince was also assigned a tutor, a former butler of the queen mother named Garcia Fernández de Villamayor. Alfonso himself, writing in adulthood, had no doubt as to the importance of the position of tutor. “The sages,” he wrote, “declared that boys learning while they are small resemble white wax when an engraved seal is placed upon it, for the reason that it leaves its mark there.” Tutors to the prince were entrusted with the vital task of instilling good manners, long deemed an important quality at court. There are indications that Eleanor of England—daughter of King Henry II of England and Eleanor of Aquitaine—had added a new gloss of refinement to the warrior culture of Castile after her marriage to Alfonso VIII of Castile in 1170. Eleanor’s arrival had ushered in a new fad for troubadour poetry in Castile. One poet described the queen herself entering the court “closely wrapped in a beautiful and well-made mantle of silk cloth. . . . It was red with a silver edge and was embroidered with a silver lion.”

			In elite circles across Europe, there was particular concern with table manners, even for children. Boys should learn to eat politely, cleanly, and gracefully, Alfonso later wrote, to avoid eating to excess. They should take care not to put “a second morsel into their mouths until the first has been swallowed.” Failure to follow this precept was not only rude and ill-bred but could lead to choking. They should not grab a morsel with all five fingers of a hand lest the chunk be too large. Moreover, they should eat slowly because otherwise the food “cannot be well ground up, and necessarily must cause injury, and produce bad humours, from which sickness arises.” Tutors “should compel them to wash their hands before eating,” and afterward “they should wipe [their hands] on towels and on nothing else; for they should not wipe them on their clothes, like some people do who do not know anything about cleanliness or politeness.” Alfonso’s tutor would also have been responsible for ensuring that the heir to the throne avoided drinking too much wine at table: “Tumors are produced in the heads of boys who drink much wine, and they are liable on that account to other serious diseases.” Besides, “it also blunts their sense and gives them bad habits, for it inflames their blood so that they, necessarily, become ill-tempered and disobedient.” Nor should they drink as soon as they wake up, the king later added, not unreasonably, for this might cause dropsy or diseases of the brain.

			We might perhaps imagine the young prince Alfonso, full of words and ideas, being told to keep quiet. Polite speech was “not uttered loudly, or in a very low voice, or very rapidly, or very slowly, and . . . it is spoken with the tongue, and not by gesticulation with the limbs, exhibiting boorishness by means of them.” Nor was there to be any running in the palace. Royal children should “walk in a graceful manner, not holding themselves too straight, nor, on the other hand, too stooped, nor moving too rapidly, nor too slowly.” They should wear fine and elegant clothes at all times, suitable for the seasons.

			Medieval childhood was rarely easy, even among the privileged. Once, Alfonso saw his mother brought close to death’s door, and the experience marked him for life. “Although I was a little boy,” he recalled in one of the most poignantly personal of his cantigas, “I remember it happened like this, for I was present, and saw and heard everything.” His father, Fernando III, on the verge of an assault on a Muslim-held town near Córdoba, on the dusty southern frontier, had ordered the young queen away to the safety of distant Cuenca. Beatrix had been pregnant again, probably carrying a baby boy who would be christened Enrique. When she reached Cuenca, Alfonso wrote, “you never saw a sicker woman than she was.” Not even the court doctors from Montpellier, the renowned center of medical learning, believed they could save her.

			The queen, tossing violently with fever, had ordered her servants to bring her a finely wrought metal image of the Virgin. “When I see her likeness,” she declared, “I have such strong belief that I shall soon recover from all these afflictions.” Kissing the Virgin’s hands and feet, with the tactile fervor so characteristic of medieval people’s visceral relationship with sculpture and art, Beatrix had recovered entirely. Though the queen was saved, we can imagine how deeply traumatized the little child Alfonso must have been, his mind still soft as wax.

			The boy also saw his baby sister Berenguela fall so desperately sick that she was thought to have died. Alfonso later recalled this moment of tragedy too. The girl’s death “grieved her nursemaid so greatly all through the night that she thought she would kill herself from sorrow. She informed the child’s mother at once, and she became greatly afflicted / at the death of her child.” Only after Beatrix had placed her daughter’s limp body before a statue of the Virgin Mary giving birth to the Christ child, and sadly closed the chapel door, did the little girl miraculously recover. Hearing her cry, Beatrix flung open the chapel doors and fervently took her baby in her arms. 

			Tragically, the queen herself was to die young, her body exhausted by the task of childbearing. In November 1235, probably after giving birth to her tenth child, she passed away. She was buried richly clothed, and a bird and a flower were placed alongside her in the tomb. Alfonso was approaching his fourteenth birthday.

			Two years later, Fernando remarried. His second wife was  Jeanne de Dammartin, a daughter of a French aristocrat, who had once been proposed as a potential bride for Henry III of England. The new couple would have five more children: Fernando, Leonor (the future English queen consort, Eleanor of Castile) Luis, Simón, and—finally—Juan. But their half brother Prince Alfonso never became close to his stepmother. His impassioned attachment to a heavenly queen, the Virgin Mary, was exceptional even in a period of widespread Marian devotion. This may partly have been a response to the loss of his beloved earthly mother and a reflection of Beatrix’s own piety.

			According to Alfonso’s confessor, Juan Gil de Zamora, the prince had spent his youth immersed in pleasures, “as is customary for the sons of kings.” From the time of his adolescence, Juan Gil wrote, he proved to be “sharp-witted, alert in his studies, and with a brilliant memory, and as for his external comportment, he was discreet in speech, outstanding in elegance, modest in laughter, honest in his gaze, graceful in his walk, and sober in company.” 

			The prince seems to have become a voracious reader, with a flair for languages. In addition to Latin and the spoken language of the region, Castilian, he eventually learned Galician-Portuguese, Catalan, Arabic, and Hebrew, as well as at least a smattering of French and Provençal. The Book of the Twelve Wise Men, commissioned for him by his father, Fernando III, in the mid-1230s, was a capstone in this educational program—a work that fused the insights of Arabic, Western, and biblical wisdom literature.

			To all this book learning was added the brutal real-world experience of taking part in his father’s military campaigns. From the mid-1220s, Fernando III—in the prime of life, with his lineage now secured—had begun to ramp up the pressure on the Andalusi frontier. His hand was strengthened when, in 1230, Teresa of Portugal (queen of León) and Berenguela of Castile agreed, in the “pact of the mothers,” that he would inherit the kingdom of León, thus bringing about the final fusion of the two realms. The following year, at the tender age of ten, Prince Alfonso rode alongside his father’s troops as they headed southeast to Murcia under the command of the nobleman Alvar Pérez de Castro. There, they confronted the Muslim leader Ibn Hud, who had emerged as a potent force of resistance in Andalusia. The official chronicle that Alfonso later orchestrated, the History of Spain (Estoria de Espanna), vividly evokes the prelude to battle: “The shouts and the cries of the Moors, and the noise of their drums and trumpets, were so great that it seemed that heaven and earth alike were collapsing.” These campaigns, which clearly left a deep impression on Alfonso, culminated in the capture of Córdoba after a long, bitter siege in 1236. Fernando commemorated the victory for years to come.

			 

			As he matured, skill at the game of chess would have signaled the type of refinement the prince was cultivating; an illustration from the Book of Games shows a young man with flowing blond hair—quite possibly Alfonso—playing the game with an older opponent dressed as a scholar, perhaps his tutor. In Castile, the game was intimately associated with the Islamic world and bore all the prestige and mystique that it had long enjoyed in elite and courtly circles there. Seville, in particular, enjoyed fame as a center for chess. One manuscript by the contemporary chess master Abu al-Abbas b. Turayj (d. 1232) mentions a game-playing party at his house there, attended by players from al-Andalus and beyond. Skill in chess lay at the very heart of courtly culture as a symbol of status and a prestigious marker of grace, intelligence, and sophistication.

			As he studied the pieces on the chessboard, Prince Alfonso may not have seen spiritual meaning, as Christians elsewhere did in the thirteenth century. In Castile, as in al-Andalus, the game’s significance was entirely secular. But no medieval player could have missed its political and military echoes, least of all a prince at the height of his apprenticeship in the arts of warfare.
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					Four Seasons Chess: Libro de los juegos (Book of Games) fol. 88v. Reproduced courtesy of Archivo Oronoz. 

				

			

			The game of thrones, in which Alfonso himself was a major player, was a strange and elaborate one, with many more than two competing sides. In some ways it resembled the medieval variation called “Four Seasons Chess,” in which four players vied for control of the board from their respective corners. In this variation, play began with the green player, whose pieces corresponded to the spring, and passed counterclockwise around the board to the red, black, and white players. The seasons thus passed from spring to summer, autumn, and finally winter. On the first move, each player was obliged to attack the player whose season followed his, but on subsequent moves they might choose to attack any competing color. 

			But Alfonso’s game was more complicated still. At the dawn of the thirteenth century, there were not four but at least half a dozen competing players on the Iberian Peninsula (see map). To begin with, no fewer than five Christian kingdoms sought survival or predominance. To the west, the kingdom of Portugal, having struggled to remain on the board, was now eyeing the possibility of expanding southward into the sun-soaked lands of the Algarve, as well as consolidating its northern frontier. These aspirations brought it into conflict with the larger kingdom of León, in the northwest, which now included the whole of Galicia and therefore the important pilgrimage center of Santiago de Compostela, where it was believed that the body of Jesus’s disciple Saint James was buried. Pilgrimage to Santiago—by sea as well as by land—was vital in forging links between Spain and northern Europe.

			Meanwhile, the mountainous realm of Navarre had been gradually whittled away by its two powerful neighbors. The crown of Aragon, which included the old county of Barcelona, had been on the rise throughout the twelfth century and established a foothold in southern France, although defeat at the battle of Muret in 1213 had thwarted its rulers’ aspiration to create a larger state beyond the Pyrenees. Its great rival, spreading southward from the Burgos region across the Spanish Meseta, was Castile, the land of castles, once a frontier zone of the kingdom of León but since the tenth century an independent realm. In terms of size and population, Castile had become the largest of the Christian territories. It was fitting that, in 1188, Alfonso VIII and Eleanor of England should have sought the most glamorous of matches for their daughter, Berenguela: she was betrothed to Prince Conrad of Hohenstaufen, eldest son of the Holy Roman Emperor. The dream of fusing the Castilian crown and the Holy Roman Empire would later become Alfonso’s own obsession.

			The five Christian realms had been at each other’s throats for generations. Castile and León, in particular, had been locked in a series of fierce conflicts. In the late 1190s, the Leonese had laid waste to Castile with the help of Muslim reinforcements, an event that left a deep mark in Alfonso’s family’s memory. Nevertheless, the world into which his father was born was intensely dynamic. A number of positive developments, including a new prosperity, cultural vitality, and concern for the inner life of man, had characterized the twelfth century across western Europe. The systematic and violent exploitation of the European peasantry, it is true, continued unabated. But the invasions that had menaced and reshaped the continent in an earlier period—among them, the great waves of Viking incursions into Spain as well as the British Isles and Normandy—had come to a close. The turbulent consolidation of feudal kingdoms in England, France, and Iberia, imposing royal lordship on a disorderly society, had helped to promote prosperity.

			The renascent church, asserting its claims to domination over the secular kings and princes of Europe, became a great patron of learning. Cathedral schools and, from the late twelfth century, the first universities—Bologna, Oxford, and Palencia—stimulated a thirst for letters. Sadly, this period also witnessed the birth of a persecuting society, intolerant toward internal dissidence as well as external threats and hostile to belief systems or practices—condemned as “heresies”—that could not be reconciled with official doctrine. We can view the crusading movement, which had first taken shape in the latter eleventh century, as an expression of these accumulated energies. Many of the leading noblemen of Castile and León participated in crusades in the eastern Mediterranean. The papacy also instilled an ideology of crusade within the Iberian Peninsula, encouraging knights from the vying Christian kingdoms—and their counterparts from England and France—to unite against the Almoravid enemy to the south.

			Ironically, it was commercial exchange with the Islamic sectors of the Mediterranean that in large part made possible the Christian kingdoms’ cultural rebirth and even their crusading aspirations. For the first time since the decline of the Roman Empire, the great sea became a hub of long-distance trade. Italian cities such as Genoa, Pisa, Venice, and—further south—Naples, as well southern French cities like Marseilles, had begun to flourish in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, profiting from the import of luxury goods from the Levant and breathing new life into the trade fairs of northern Europe, notably in Champagne. But equally vibrant were Barcelona and, especially, the Mediterranean cities of Islamic Spain, deeply enmeshed with the luxury goods trade and ultimately with the Silk Route that spanned the Asian continent. Even the distant city of Merv, in modern Turkmenistan, would be mentioned in a song dating from Alfonso’s reign. Ever-larger numbers of ships sailed from Alexandria and Syria into the port of Almería, which the geographer al-Idrisi described as the emporium and shipyard of al-Andalus.

			Further west, Seville also benefitted from the upturn in Mediterranean commerce, trading directly with merchants in Alexandria and Genoa, as well as their counterparts in Fez and Marrakech. The city had a funduq (exchange house) for foreign traders by the mid-twelfth century, lubricating trade across religious borders. Málaga, Valencia, and Denia were also flourishing, and the emir of Denia is believed to have sent aid to the Egyptian caliph in the mid-eleventh century during a period of famine. One highly controversial study suggests that he was rewarded with an extraordinary gift, a holy chalice—later possessed by the Castilian king Fernando I and known as the Chalice of Doña Urraca—that the authors of the study identify as the Holy Grail itself. This claim is probably fanciful. It remains beyond doubt, however, that the commercial wealth of the urban centers of al-Andalus injected new life into the economy of the northern Christian kingdoms. Textiles, leather, paper, and spices were exported across the border into Castile, which displayed a growing taste for novelty, and wealthier Castilians of this period enjoyed new, more colorful fashions. 

			Not everyone celebrated this transformation. The new prosperity of Europe clashed with older Christian sensibilities, and it is small wonder that contemporary observers sensed a gulf between ideals and practice. One French abbot delivered a memorable tirade against what he saw as the moral corruption of the age, which he associated particularly with women: “In all their behavior nothing can be noted but unseemly mirth, wherein are no sounds but of jest, with winking eyes and babbling tongues, and wanton gait and all that is ridiculous in manners. The quality of their garments is so unlike that of the frugality of the past that the widening of their sleeves, the tightening of their bodices, their shoes of Cordovan morocco with twisted beaks—nay, in their whole person we may see how shame is cast aside.”

			For conservative observers, these shoes were the ultimate embodiment of human vanity and moral decline. Fashioned of Spanish leather and manufactured in Córdoba, they were transported north to France and other parts of Spain. In a Cistercian monastery in León, one such pair of leather shoes survives. They once belonged to a noblewoman named Teresa Pérez, who had withdrawn to the monastery after her husband’s death. Her high-soled platform sandals—with their fashionably pointed toes and open heels, decorated with bunches of roses and other formal motifs hand painted in many colors—perhaps served as a valued reminder of her former life outside the cloister.

			These shoes of Spanish leather remind us of the thriving market in luxury goods and the long-distance trade routes that converged in Spain. More broadly, they suggest that in accounting for the “twelfth-century renaissance”—from the revitalization of trade to the regeneration of learning and wisdom—we should not underestimate the pivotal role of the Islamic world, particularly the new power that had emerged in the beginning of that century: the Almohad Empire.

			 

			If the turbulent life of young Alfonso was a game of chess, the board was not the neat, self-contained geographical square of Iberia; it stretched beyond, in many directions, across Europe and the Mediterranean, all the way to the high Atlas Mountains of Morocco. And it was in the Atlas region, just over a century earlier, that a brutal power play had taken place.

			Around 1100, Ibn Tumart, son of a mountain chief, had traveled east to Cairo, and Damascus, and Baghdad. There he had found a world under assault. The first crusade, launched five years earlier, had, by the Christians’ own admission, left the streets of Jerusalem ankle deep in blood. A crusader kingdom had lodged painfully in the heart of the Muslim Near East, catalyzing new forms of Islamic militancy against the crusaders and moderate Muslims. Ibn Tumart internalized this spirit and brought it back with him to North Africa. As he traveled through the towns and villages of the Maghreb, he condemned what he saw as lax morality and weak belief. His followers came to be known as the Almohads, a name deriving from the Arabic word for “the oneness of the divine.”

			In a series of purges, the Almohads consolidated their dominance among the Berber peoples of the Atlas Mountains. Ibn Tumart condemned the belief system of the previous dynasty, the Almoravids, as a weak and effeminate form of Islam and vowed vengeance on all their supporters: “Kill them wherever you may find them,” he urged his own followers, “and do not favor among them either companion or ally. All those who refuse to return to the fold will be your enemies until death.” Until his own death in 1130, he waged continual war against the Almoravid capital, Marrakech.

			The Almohads pursued a spirit of jihad, increasingly strong within the western Islamic world, in which Muslim leaders targeted rivals as much as Christian enemies. Ibn Tumart’s successor completed the holy war against the Almoravids—Marrakech finally fell in 1147—and within a few years the Almohads had taken the fight into Iberia itself. By 1160, they had strengthened their presence in Andalusia through a new fortified urban center on the rocky mountain of Gibraltar, Jebel Tariq, which took its name from Tariq, the Berber leader who had spearheaded the very first Muslim attack on Iberia in 711. Gibraltar became a well-connected base for major military operations, allowing the Almohads to gain control of much of the southwest of Spain, refashioning Seville as a capital city that would later captivate Alfonso.

			The Almohad movement was in many ways intolerant and its interpretation of Islam unusually rigid, abrogating the traditional respect for Jews and Christians as “Peoples of the Book.” Its discriminatory policies toward Jews, in particular, encouraged Jewish emigration into the Christian kingdoms of the north. Yet it would be a mistake to imagine, as some have done, that the Almohads were the medieval equivalents of al-Qaeda or the self-proclaimed Islamic State of the early twenty-first century. The game being played in the early thirteenth century was no simple black-and-white binary. To begin with, the Almohads were—in many ways—pragmatic. They remained important trading partners for both Pisa and Genoa. Military alliances, too, continued between supposed enemies. Alfonso’s father, Fernando III of Castile and León, reputedly sent some 12,000 troops to the Maghreb, just as Italian merchants continued to ply their trade in North African ports. More importantly, this was in some ways a cultured and sophisticated regime, living by the word as much as the sword. The central mosque in Marrakech was called the Kutubiyya—a name deriving from the Arabic for “books”—precisely because of the large book market that thrived in the shadow of its minaret. Literacy was highly valued, even in the mountainous regions of the Atlas, and Ibn Tumart himself had underscored the importance of reading and writing as an instrument for spreading the faith.

			In al-Andalus, a number of extraordinary philosophical works were composed under the influence of the movement that Ibn Tumart had founded. Among them was the Guide of the Perplexed, written at the end of the twelfth century by the great Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides. Born in C
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