
Peter of Toledo

Petrus Toletanus

Date of Birth End of 11th or beginning of 12th century
Place of Birth Spain, perhaps Toledo
Date of Death After 1142
Place of Death Unknown

Biography
In 1142, Peter of Toledo, in collaboration with Peter of Poitiers, the 
secretary of Peter of Cluny (q.v.), made the Latin translation of the 
epistles attributed to ʿAbdallāh ibn Ismāʿīl al-Hāshimī and ʿAbd 
al-Masīḥ ibn Ishāq al-Kindī (9th century). This translation is part of 
the Collectio Toletana, a corpus of texts on Islam written between the 
years 1142 and 1143 in the Iberian Peninsula, on the initiative of Peter 
of Cluny. In the view of some scholars, Peter of Toledo may have 
been responsible for the design and supervision of this entire editorial 
project, as well as for writing one part of the Latin glosses that appear 
in some manuscripts.

Peter of Cluny refers to Peter of Toledo as a magister (‘expert’) 
in Arabic and Latin, though less fluent in Latin than in Arabic. His 
relationship with Toledo and his great knowledge of the Arabic lan-
guage suggest a possible Mozarab origin, though he could have been a 
convert from Islam or Judaism. Van Koningsveld and others propose 
identifying him with Petrus Alfonsi (q.v.), though their arguments 
are not convincing. Van Koningsveld has found several references to 
magistri with the name Pedro in 12th-century Toledan documentation 
from between 1115 and 1157.
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Date 1142
Original Language Latin

Description
Peter of Toledo’s Latin translation of the Arabic Risālat al-Kindī (q.v.) 
appears to derive from a version close, though not identical, to that 
in MS Gotha, Forschungsbibliotek – Ar. 2884 (copied in 1656 from a 
version dated 1173) and its duplicate, MS Paris BNF – Syr. 204. In gen-
eral, it is quite faithful to the original, though the translation contains 
particular mistakes of interpretation, and tends to use more aggres-
sive language.

An epigraph in some manuscripts states that the translation was 
completed in the year of the conquest of Coria by King Alfonso VII, 
thus 1142.
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Significance
This work influenced a great number of European authors who wrote 
on Islam up to the 17th century. Most of them only knew the text 
through Peter’s translation, though some, particularly Spaniards, 
seem to have used the original Arabic. Other polemicists made use 
of summaries of the Latin translation, particularly the one included 
by Vincent de Beauvais in his Speculum historiale (Book 23, chs 
39-67). Among the authors who knew Peter’s translation, were Peter 
the Venerable (q.v.), William of Auvergne (q.v.), Jacobus of Varagine 
(q.v.), Humbert of Romans (q.v.), Fidentius of Padua (q.v.), Martinus 
Polonus (q.v.), Riccoldo of Montecroce (q.v.), Nicolas of Cusa (q.v.), 
Dionysius the Carthusian (q.v.) and Jean Germain (q.v.). However, 
most of these writers follow their source in a very selective way, since 
they usually preserve only the information related to the biography of 
Muḥammad, in particular, the teaching that the Nestorian monk Ser-
gius gave him, and the errors supposedly introduced into the Qur’an 
by Jews. They also preserve the arguments against the accusation of 
taḥrīf and the teaching about jihad. Other equally interesting passages 
are rarely used, such as the phases of the history of the compilation of 
the Qur’an, the considerations about the origins of the various Mus-
lim rites and observances, and the arguments for the Trinity.
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To this list can be added the extensive summary preserved in Vincent 
of Beauvais’s Speculum historiale (Book 23, chs 39-67), which is extant 
in more than 1,000 manuscripts.
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