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The historiography of the reign of Alfonso VIII (1158-1214) is 

characterised by Castile’s transformation into a major power in the Iberian 

Peninsula. This transformation was largely shaped by the tripolar relationship 

among the papacy, the Castilian monarchy, and the Castilian dioceses, as 

inferred from archival sources from this period. Although it has been assumed 

that Castilian bishops played significant roles during this period, in 

historiographic terms, they are on the margins due to the poverty, absence, or 

fragmented nature of archival sources detailing their activities. Kyle C. Lincoln, 

in this book, has sought to bring these medieval Castilian bishops during the 

reign of Alfonso VIII to the fore from the historiographical margins.  

This endeavour is realised through the biographic-microhistories of 

seven bishops during this period, who accounted for one-fifth of the Castilian 

episcopacy during the reign of Alfonso VIII. These bishops are Celebruno of 

Toledo, Ramón de Minerva of Palencia, Alderico di Palacio, Martin de Bazán, 

Martín López de Pisuerga, Julián ben Tauro, and Rodrigo de Finojosa. Lincoln 

has organised these microhistories chronologically. The selection of these 

bishops in this monograph was dictated by the availability of primary sources, 

which lamentably, are rather scarce, as Lincoln and other historians of the period 

have noted. These sources are found in various institutions—Archivo Capitular 

de Sigüenza, Archivo Catedralicio de Cuenca, Archivo Catedralicio de 

Palencia, Archivo Catedralicio de Toledo, and the Biblioteca Nacional de 

España—which are complemented by numerous edited primary and diverse 

secondary sources. By using archival sources from these institutions, Lincoln 

has successfully corrected the current historiography of this period, which had 

overlooked the importance of Castilian historical evidence (2).  

Lincoln has managed to fill the historiographical gap left by Richard 

Fletcher’s study on the Leonese episcopate, Carolina Carl’s study on the diocese 

of Calahorra, and Peter Linehan’s works on the medieval Iberian church. 

However, Lincoln’s endeavour cannot be reduced to a mere filling of 

historiographical gaps left by these previous studies, nor a mere utilisation of 

“neglected” archival sources. First, Lincoln in this monograph has highlighted 

how these bishops had interacted with each other and tried to balance the tripolar 

relationship for the sake of their respective local churches and the kingdom. 

This, in turn, brings us to Lincoln’s subscription to Janna Bianchini’s position 

on the Castilian monarchy as “plural”, which she described as “a constellation 

of authority” with the monarch as the only constant and central figure in this 

network (1). Third, as the Castilian bishops maintained, balanced, and 

negotiated this tripolar relationship for the sake of their episcopal authority, 

Lincoln contributes to expanding the emerging “history from the middle” and 

microhistories, which would typically be categorised along the lines of “history 
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from below” (14). From this, Lincoln has provided a portraiture of medieval 

Castilian bishops whose actions are informed not only by this tripolar 

relationship but also by their circumstances—(1) as stabilisers of local 

economies that ultimately supported the monarchy and the local church, (2) 

arbiters of conflicts between religious authorities at various levels, (3) military 

leaders through participation in expeditions against the Almohads which 

expanded Castile’s frontiers, (4) implementers of the Lateran III reforms 

especially in clerical education, (5) stabilisers of the dioceses through the 

reforms of the cathedral chapters, and the management of diocesan fisc and 

ecclesiastical temporal goods. Lastly, Lincoln has shown that these bishops 

were not isolated from the great ideas and movements transforming medieval 

Europe at this time, such as the reformation of cathedral chapters, the emergence 

of the educated clergy, and of the vita apostolica, among others. 

Balancing or maintaining the tripolar relationship between the papacy, 

the king, and the local diocese is the central framework in the monograph. Such 

a balancing act also had its own goals, which were influenced by the bishop’s 

circumstances, the diocese’s location in the kingdom, and its internal stability. 

Albeit influenced by these factors, the balancing act of the bishops ultimately 

aimed to secure their episcopal authority in both secular/temporal and 

ecclesiastical terms, which also resulted in a closer relationship of collaboration 

between Rome and the Castilian monarchy. Lincoln would describe this whole 

balancing process as akin to a zigzag. This result and its description, however, 

warrant a deeper discussion.  

Aside from new themes that could be explored, which Lincoln has 

pointed out, historians could also explore, based on this monograph, (1) how 

the fuero could have (in)directly influenced zoning in a city or a diocese during 

this period, (2) the reformation of cathedral chapters, (3) how the Castilian 

episcopate related with the emerging mendicant orders, and (4) the possibility 

of decentring the king in this constellation of authority by either shifting the 

center towards Rome or Toledo. 
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