"The Cantinas de Santa Maria: llluminating a History of Performance in 13th-
Century Seville and Toledo" (4/12/2016)

A talk by Dr. Christopher Swift, reviewed by Dr. David Sdnchez-Jiménez
ENGLISH

An adventurous Dr. Christopher Swift bravely delved into the unknown territory of the artistic
representation of more than 400 musical pieces included in the four manuscripts known

as Cantigas de Santa Maria or Songs of Holy Mary, which belong to the illuminated work of
King Alfonso X "EI Sabio" (the Wise) during the Dark Ages. The Cantigas are written in
Galician-Portuguese, a language spoken in that period, and most of these songs refer to the
Marian miracles. Despite not having documents or proofs of this performance, but only his own
deep knowledge and research on the said period, Dr. Swift discussed the evidence of a musical
representation of the Cantigas, which provided the audience a series of substantiated
observations based on the examples of the illuminations and textual pieces contained in the
manuscript.

The expertise of the speaker can be noted in his summary of the information in his lecture; he
oriented the audience on a number of interconnected topics in order for them to understand the
main topic of the talk.

1. The definition, evolution, and unique situation of the heterogeneous discipline of performance
studies, which take on events that are very much dissimilar from the others, such as religious
ceremonies, theatre plays, shows, sport events, wrestling, etc., which Cantigas should certainly
be considered part of.

2. Medieval theatre in the Iberian Peninsula: This is largely an unexplored territory due to the
historical situation in Iberia when it was under the Islamic rule (711-1492), taking into account
that any kind of performance was forbidden during this period. At this point, Dr. Swift

placed Cantigas within this historical context and explained the miracle of the manuscript in its
preserved state. He showed the audience how these types of codices were made, for which he
offered a brief performance at the same time he was explaining it.

3. The socio-political situation during the Christian Reconquest of Spain demonstrated the
coexistence of the three cultures - Jews, Christians and Muslims - who lived together peacefully.
King Alfonso X governed and ruled his territories from the cities of Seville and Toledo which
were two of the most important cities at that time.

4. The biography and the artistic production made King Alfonso X ahead of his time. He best
exemplified the figure of the Renaissance man still within the period of the Medieval Age
because of his eclecticism in the arts and letters (composing treatises on different disciplines
such as law, astronomy, history, chess, etc.). Moreover, he was responsible for the mass
translation of texts between the classical languages (Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Arabic) and early
Spanish. However, all these merits are overshadowed by the most important contribution he gave
to the Spanish language, converting it as the official language of communication in the



government. This placed the Spanish language at the same level as the other classical languages
used in law and even in artistic works.

After the brief and concise introduction, Dr. Swift made a description of the four codices of

the Cantigas - the codex of Toledo, codex of El Escorial Library, codex of Florence and the
codex of the musicians. Dr. Swift discussed that the manuscript contained some generic songs of
that time, mixed with the original compositions of King Alfonso X. However, the subject on the
authorship of the Cantigas is still heavily discussed. What proves to be clear though in the study
of the illuminations showed by the speaker is that these were depictions on how they would take
notes in the scrolls while improvising musical pieces in the Court, the existence of troubadours
and other musical performances which would take place in the church - mostly evident in

the Libro de Devociones -, as well as the existence of a theatrical representation suggested by the
discovery of a moving sculpture of the Holy Virgin belonging to this period.

Dr. Swift concluded his lecture by stating that the Cantigas were not created to remain neither as
a written work of art nor as a piece in a museum exhibit, but to be the base of representations
within the Christian community. These pieces chronicled the period with propaganda objectives
in order to show the accomplishment of King Alfonso X during the war and in the arts.

SPANISH

Un aventurado Dr. Christopher Swift se adentr6 valientemente en el desconocido terreno de la
representacion artistica de las mas de 400 piezas musicales que contienen los cuatro Codices
manuscritos de las Cantigas de Santa Maria en la luminosa obra del rey Alfonso X "El Sabio",
enmarcada en la oscura etapa de la Edad Media. Las Cantigas estan escritas en galaico-
portugués, una lengua hablada en Castilla en aquel tiempo y la mayoria de ellas cuentan los
milagros sucedidos con la intervencion de la Virgen Maria. A pesar de no contar con mas
documentos ni testimonios de esta representacion mas que con su propio conocimiento sobre el
objeto de estudio y de la época en cuestion, el Dr. Swift presentd evidencias de una posible
representacion musical de las cantigas, ofreciendo al publico asistente una serie de razonadas
hipotesis basadas en las miniaturas y en los escritos del Codice.

Cabe destacar la destreza del ponente para sintetizar la informacion en su discurso, preparando
primeramente al auditorio sobre una encrucijada de temas de necesario conocimiento antes de
abordar el tema central de su ponencia, la representacion de las Cantigas de Santa Maria:

1. la definicidn, evolucion y situacion especial de la heterogénea disciplina de los estudios de
performance, que abarca acontecimientos tan dispares como los actos religiosos, las
representaciones teatrales, los espectaculos, los eventos deportivos, la lucha libre, etc. Las
cantigas, por supuesto, tendrian cabida dentro de esta representacion

2. teatro medieval en la Peninsula Ibérica: un territorio poco explorado por su casi inexistencia,
dada la situacion historica de la peninsula en el periodo de dominio isldmico (711-492), teniendo
en cuenta que en una cultura en la que las representaciones estaban prohibidas. En este punto,
Swift sitlia la obra de las Cantigas en el contexto historico y explica el milagro de su



conservacion, glosando la manera en la que se confeccionaban este tipo de codices, ofreciendo
para ello una pequenia performance al tiempo que lo describia con palabras

3. la situacion politica de la Reconquista en la Peninsula, en la que se aglutinaban las culturas
(judia, cristiana y musulmana) y entre las que se movia Alfonso X, gobernando sus territorios
desde las ciudades de Sevilla y de Toledo (dos de las ciudades europeas mas importantes en
aquel momento)

4. La biografia y la produccion artistica de Alfonso X, que ya anticipaba en esta fase de la Edad
Media la figura del hombre renacentista por su eclecticismo dentro de las artes y las letras (con la
redaccion de tratados sobre leyes, astronomia, historia, ajedrez.), siendo ademas responsable de
una vasta labor de traduccién entre las lenguas de cultura (hebreo, griego, latin, arabe) y espanol.
Sin embargo, todos estos méritos ensombrecen ante la importancia maytscula de su labor para la
constitucion de la lengua romance espanola como lengua oficial del gobierno, lo que la situaba al
mismo nivel de las otras lenguas de cultura como medio de expresion de las leyes y de las obras
artisticas

Tras esta breve y precisa introduccion, a continuacion Christopher hizo una descripcion de los
cuatro codices de las Cantigas (codice de Toledo, codice de la Biblioteca de El Escorial, codice
de Florencia y cddice de los musicos). Swift coment6 que el manuscrito recoge canciones
genéricas de la época y otras originales compuestas por Alfonso X, aunque la discusion es
perenne en cuanto a la autoria de las unas y las otras. Lo que parece quedar claro en el estudio de
las miniaturas mostradas por el ponente es que se solian tomar algunas de las anotaciones
recogidas en las cantigas mientras se improvisaban los temas musicales en la corte, la presencia
de trovadores en la misma o de escenas musicales dentro de una iglesia -mas evidentes en el
Libro de Devociones-, asi como la presencia de una representacion teatralizada sugerida por el
hallazgo de una escultura de la virgen con movimiento perteneciente a esta época.

Swift concluyd su presentacion afirmando con rotundidad y acierto que las Cantigas no fueron
creadas para permanecer escritas y formar parte de un museo, sino que eran la base de las
representaciones realizadas en la comunidad cristiana, las cuales narraban las cronicas de la
época con fines propagandisticos con el fin de agrandar la importancia de su figura y de expandir
la trascendencia de sus logros en el campo de batalla y en el de las artes.



