



[image: Cover Image]





To
Houston and Lucinda Shaw Stewart 
incomparable travelling companions
in
Al-Andalus and the Maghrib






Moorish Spain


Richard Fletcher


[image: image]







ILLUSTRATIONS AND MAPS











	
1 
	The interior of the great mosque at Córdoba (Roland Michaud, John Hillelson Agency)




	
2 
	Ivory casket made in Córdoba in AH 359/AD 969-70 (Victoria and Albert Museum)




	
3 
	Fresco of figure praying, from the Pyrenean church of Sant Quirze de Pedret, c. 1000 (MAS, Barcelona)




	
4 
	Mozarabic architecture: the church of San Miguel de Escalada near León (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
5 
	Illustration of St John from a tenth-century manuscript (Pierpont Morgan Library, New York: M.644, f.3v)




	
6 
	Santiago Matamoros (St James the Moorslayer), from an engraving of c. 1475 attributed to the School of Schongauer (Trustees of the British Museum)




	
7 
	One of the votive crowns of Guarrazar, now in the Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid (MAS, Barcelona)




	
8 
	The aqueduct of Segovia (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
9 
	Partial reconstruction of the caliphal palace of Madinat az-Zahra near Córdoba (Roland Michaud, John Hillelson Agency)




	
10 
	A marble trough made for Almanzor in 987 now in the Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid (MAS, Barcelona)




	
11 
	A noria or waterwheel near Murcia (Rapho, Paris)




	
12 
	Astrolabe made at Toledo in 1068 (Museum of the History of Science, Oxford University)




	
13 
	A casket of wood and ivory carved at Cuenca for a member of the princely dynasty at Toledo in 1049–50 now in the Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid (MAS, Barcelona)




	
14 
	A silk textile of the eleventh century (Musée de Cluny, Paris)




	
15 
	The Almohad banner captured by Alfonso VIII of Castile at the battle of Las Navas in 1212 (Editions d’Art Albert Skira)




	
16 
	The Torre del Oro at Seville (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
17 
	James I of Aragon conquers Valencia: fresco of c. 1300 (MAS, Barcelona)




	
18,
	
19  
	Mudejar church architecture, in the Aragonese town of Teruel (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
20 
	Mudejar military architecture at Coca (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
21 
	An example of Mudejar ceramics (Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid)




	
22 
	Averroes as represented in a western manuscript of the thirteenth century (Bibliothèque National, Paris)




	
23 
	Christian and Muslim playing chess together, from an illustrated manuscript of Alfonso X’s treatise on the game (Escorial, Madrid)




	
24,
	
25  
	The Synagoga del Tránsito in Toledo (Spanish National Tourist Office)




	
26 
	Granada, the Alhambra: the Court of the Lions (Colin Grant)




	
27 
	Granada, the Alhambra: the Court of the Myrtles (Colin Grant)




	
28 
	The enforced baptism of the Moors of Granada in 1499: detail from the Capilla Real, Granada, High Altar by Philippe Biguerny (MAS, Barcelona)






Maps


1 The Iberian Peninsula c. 800
2 The Iberian Peninsula c. 900
3 The Campaigns of Almanzor
4 The Taifa States
5 The Shrinking of Moorish Spain




PREFACE


This book is intended as an introduction to the history and culture of Islamic Spain between the Berber invasion of the early eighth century and the expulsion of the Moriscos by Philip III in the early seventeenth. It lays no claim to deep or original scholarship. The reader I have had in mind while writing it is the inquisitive traveller in Spain who might want to know something more than a guidebook can tell him about the people who built the mosque of Córdoba or the Alhambra at Granada. If it serves this purpose I shall be well satisfied.


I acknowledge with gratitude the advice and encouragement of Andrew Best, and the constructive editorial vigilance of Allegra Huston. To them I offer my thanks.
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ROMANCE AND REALITY


In the year 711 a Berber army under Arab leadership crossed the Straits of Gibraltar from Morocco in continuation of a series of raids which had been going on for some time. The army was commanded by a general named Tariq who is said to have given his name to his landfall on the northern side of the Straits: Jebel Tariq, ‘the Rock of Tariq’, Gibraltar. In the following year a battle was fought between the invaders and the army of Spain under its king Roderic or Rodrigo and – astonishingly – Tariq’s troops were victorious. King Roderic was slain and the invaders went on to take the capital city, Toledo. Within a very few years the entire peninsula lay at their feet. As in England in 1066, the fortune of a battle had decided the fate of a kingdom.


In Spain it had decided very much more than this. The early eighth-century conquest signalled the beginnings of an Islamic presence in the Iberian peninsula that would endure for the better part of a thousand years and whose impress upon peninsular culture is still discernible. What is more, Islamic Spain would come in time to offer the fruits of a higher civilisation to barbarian Europe beyond the Pyrenees. European acceptance of this legacy, hesitant at first and then full-hearted, decisively affected western culture, not just in Europe but also in those New Worlds discovered and settled by Europeans in the early modern period. So much may be said to have stemmed from Tariq’s raid. That is why, in the last resort, Moorish Spain is worth trying to understand.


We are ourselves responsible for some of the obstacles that prevent understanding. Consider this passage, for example:




Beautiful and fierce, seductive and pagan, Andalusia is a world unto itself. Probably no other region in Europe is so romantic, mysterious and atmospheric … with its incredible Moorish legacy, its vast mountains, parched plains, superb cities and magical villages.





The words are those of a British travel brochure designed to appeal to the discerning holidaymaker who sets his sights higher than the bars and fish and chip shops of, say, Torremolinos. Banal they may be, but they hold out a promise which echoes existing expectations – of romance, mystery and atmosphere. Such expectations are fairly recent. They gained currency during the Romantic movement of the nineteenth century. For the English-speaking world two authors in particular seem to have been largely responsible for this image of southern Spain: Washington Irving (1783–1859) and Richard Ford (1796–1858). Irving, a member of the United States legation in Madrid from 1826, travelled widely in the south and published his very popular Tales of the Alhambra in 1832. Ford, who lived for three years in Seville in the 1830s and also travelled indefatigably, published his Handbook for Travellers in Spain in 1845, a work which was long to remain the indispensable companion for English visitors. These two works, and others which bobbed along in their wake, did much to shape Anglo-American assumptions about the character of Spain, especially southern Spain, her people and their customs. These assumptions have left their mark in surprising places; for instance in the deservedly celebrated children’s tale of Ferdinand the Bull. The brochure quoted above shows that they are still very much alive.


Any attempt to understand the history and culture of the Iberian peninsula must take account of that ‘incredible Moorish legacy’: but the enquirer should be prepared to find the reality less exotic than the stereotype. Less exotic, yes, but certainly unfamiliar to those habituated like Irving and Ford to the cultural traditions of the English-speaking peoples. Consider the most famous architectural monument of southern Spain, the great mosque of Córdoba, built in stages between the late eighth century and the late tenth. Here is a building which is constructed in accordance with an architectural aesthetic which is utterly different from that governing the design of the places of worship of the Christian west. In a church there is a line of tension which runs from west to east; the eye is led unerringly to the altar. There is no comparable focus in the great mosque. True, it has (like other mosques) a mihrab or prayer-niche in the south wall, to indicate the qibla or direction of Mecca and to provide a sounding-chamber from which the imam may recite the word of God. The mihrab receives special architectural and decorative emphasis but it does not exert a ‘pull’ in the way that the altar does in a Gothic cathedral. Muslim worship can take place wherever the worshipper is standing or kneeling, and involves no mediating priesthood. There is no ‘holy of holies’: the entire hall of prayer, with its 800-odd columns and its two-tier horseshoe arches, is a holy place. And this it emphatically is: even the most thick-skinned of visitors, the most assertively secular spirits have found themselves subdued and calmed by the tranquil, reposeful air of the place, for which we must be grateful to the cunning of successive architects.


But it is not uniformly calm. At its heart lies architectural evidence of strife. Herein lies a moral tale – yet another! – about the unwisdom of permitting corporate bodies who are the guardians of great buildings to be swayed by passing architectural fashion. After the Christian conquest of Córdoba in 1236 the mosque was turned into the city’s cathedral. Early in the sixteenth century the bishop and chapter decided to improve their cathedral by installing what in Spain is called a coro, that is to say the walling-in, in stone, of the area of the choir: the effect is to create a building within a building. Many cathedrals were doing this in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. When the city fathers heard of these plans they protested to the king, showing in this, as Ford put it, ‘a taste and judgement rare in corporate bodies’. The king of Spain then was the Hapsburg Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (Carlos I in Spain). Charles had been brought up in the Low Countries, he had not been king of Spain for very long and he had never visited Córdoba. The corporation’s protest was to no avail. The bishop and chapter went ahead with their plans. A few years later Charles paid his first visit to the city, where the ecclesiastical dignitaries proudly showed off their improvements. Charles’s comment must rank as one of the most crushing royal rebukes on matters architectural ever delivered: ‘You have built here what you, or anyone else, might have built anywhere; to do so you have destroyed what was unique in the world.’ Posterity has unhesitatingly endorsed the king’s opinion: the harmony of the mosque is wrecked by the horrible architectural pustule inserted by the bishop and chapter in the sixteenth century. (There is one delicious irony here. In the very same year as that of his visit to Córdoba Charles commissioned the building of a colossal palace by a pupil of Michelangelo, to be inserted into the Moorish palace-complex of the Alhambra at Granada. But Charles’s palace is both magnificent and beautiful. The coro of Córdoba is neither.)


We may condemn the coro as a disastrous error of taste, but bishops and chapters have to concern themselves with proclaiming Christianity. Their addition to the mosque made an unambiguous assertion of their religious allegiance which would have been commended in many quarters at the time. It is easy for us to condemn this too – a good deal easier than it was in the sixteenth century – but before we do so we should remember that the mosque itself had done precisely the same thing: it was built on the site of a former Christian church. The siting of the mosque was a gesture of Islamic triumphalism, an architectural manifesto.


Two things have emerged so far. The mosque of Córdoba has been the scene of religious conflict; and in its original, Islamic state it represents in form and function something different from our western experience. It is the architectural face of the Other. With the latter point in mind let us consider two much smaller works of art which were created in Spain at roughly the time when the mosque was taking on its final (Muslim) form in the latter part of the tenth century. One is a circular ivory casket about the size of a tea-caddy, now preserved in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. The inscription in Arabic round the bottom of the lid tells us that it was made in the Islamic year of the Hijra 359, that is 969–70 AD, to the commission of a high-ranking official in the service of the caliph of Córdoba. It has suffered over the centuries: about a quarter of the lid has been broken off, and the carvings which decorate its entire surface have been worn smooth and indistinct by much handling. But enough remains to mark it as an exquisite work of art. The composition is satisfying, the detail of the carving displays skill of a very high order. Unusually, it includes three human figures: the representation of the human form was not encouraged among Islamic artists. In addition to these it features lively hunting scenes where hounds pursue their prey through luxuriant undergrowth, and static pairs of birds and beasts. The tone of the scenes is accessibility. There they are, naturalistic figures whom we can instantly understand, engaged in straightforward activities which need no explanation – sitting, chatting, pursuing, gazing. It’s accomplished, elegant, pleasing. The piece radiates an easy, undemanding charm: altogether very liveable-with.


With that contrast a work in a different medium: the fresco from the church of Sant Quirze de Pedret in the eastern Pyrenees, now preserved in the Diocesan Museum of Solsona. Here is something completely different in style and feeling, so much so that it might almost come from a different world. Who is the highly stylised figure in the roundel whose features seem to express terror or anger or both? Why the bird? What is going on here? Whatever it is, it is powerful and primitive and disturbing. In fact, the human figure is praying. This would not be obvious to anyone who did not happen to know that the attitude of Christian prayer was standing (or lying) with arms outstretched in the form of a cross, until the feudal age when it changed to the submissive posture of a vassal kneeling with hands clasped before his lord. The bird needs explanation too. One might just guess from its splayed tail-feathers that this represents a peacock: but why a peacock? The answer lies in St Augustine’s City of God, Book XXXI, chapter 4, where he records his belief that the peacock’s flesh had the God-given property of resisting putrefaction after death; whence the peacock became a common Christian symbol of immortality in late antique and early medieval art. The Pedret fresco does not yield up its meaning at a glance; it is not accessible in the way that the ivory casket is. Nor is it remotely elegant or charming. It seems rather to speak to us from a narrow, troubled world of pain and fear where only the hope of immortality provided consolation.


When we looked at the mosque of Córdoba it was the Islamic world which emerged as mysterious and other. In the ivory casket it seems to become accessible, at any rate in contrast with the Pedret fresco. But it is the latter which, so to say, belongs to us; in the sense that it is a product of a western European and Christian culture. Of course, it will rightly be objected that it is absurd to gauge the character of a civilisation on the strength of a single work of art. And it would be easy to assemble objects which could be brought to teach a diametrically opposite lesson. But what has been offered here is not just a conjuring trick. The two works of art are not, as it happens, unrepresentative of their respective civilisations. There is a startling potential for misunderstanding, for simply not finding any points of contact at all, in the encounter between two such dissimilar cultures. However, they did meet; and that meeting is one of the themes of this book.


*


The Iberian peninsula is the area of Mediterranean Europe where the most prolonged and intimate encounter between Christendom and Islam occurred before a Christian political power became eventually dominant. In Sicily, Islamic rule endured less than three centuries; in Greece, not much more. The most lasting traces of this encounter are to be found in the principal languages of the peninsula. The vocabulary of modern Spanish and Portuguese (and Gallego and Catalan – but not Basque) has been colonised by hundreds of words derived from Arabic. Take up a dictionary and observe the number of terms beginning with the letters al-; not all are derived from Arabic, but most of them are. Large numbers of them are words connected with agriculture, trading, crafts, and civil administration broadly defined: for example, algodón, from which we derive our word ‘cotton’; almazara (oil-mill), almendra (almond), álaga (a type of wheat), alhóndiga (granary), alcaicería (silk exchange), albañil (mason), almoneda (auction), alcabala (excise). Neither need the sample be confined to words beginning with this prefix. The Arabic word suq, ‘market’, has provided Spanish with zoco and related terms; the square at the heart of the older part of Toledo is still known as the Zocodover. The lechín is a variety of olive tree, and from its fruit, the aceituna, is pressed aceite, olive oil, which will be stored in an earthenware jar, the jarra. Place-names derived from the Arabic are thickly strewn on today’s maps of Spain and Portugal: Medinaceli, Alcalá, the river Guadalquivir, the Algarve, Játiva, Calatayud.


The visitor to Granada who goes straight from the plaster arabesques of the Alhambra to the astonishing eighteenth-century plasterwork of the sacristy of the Cartuja will know at once that the one has in some sense made the other possible, that the later work is in some large and important if indefinable manner the descendant of the earlier. Again and again in looking at Spanish arts and crafts we are brought up against this sense of a debt to the aesthetic traditions of the Islamic world, especially in the media of brick, plaster, wood, leather, pottery and textiles. The consequences – for the furnishing and decoration of the Spanish home, for instance – may not have been uniformly happy, but there can be no doubt about the nature and direction of the debt.


These are two obvious ways, the linguistic and the artistic, in which Iberian civilisation has benefited from its Moorish heritage. There are many others. Perhaps the most significant for the historian is an indirect one. The Islamic presence in Spain has furnished generations of Christian Spaniards with a potent national myth. Between the ninth and the thirteenth centuries Moorish dominion in the peninsula was slowly and fitfully rolled back towards its southern coastline until all that was left was the little state of Granada which endured until 1492. The beneficiaries were a number of Christian principalities which originated obscurely in the northern mountains and came in the course of their expansion southwards to take on the names and contours of the historic kingdoms of the medieval period – León, Castile, Aragon, Catalonia, Portugal. The impulses which propelled this expansion were predictably earthy ones: demographic pressure, land-hunger, the demands of a predatory nobility, advances in military technology, the appetites of transhumant sheep and cattle. However, the clerical propagandists of the royal and aristocratic elites which directed and profited from the expansion came to present it in a different and more respectable light. Thus there emerged the notion of the Reconquista, the Reconquest: a sacred patriotic struggle to wrest power from alien hands and restore Christian dominion. The myth was irresistible. In the eighth century Spain saved Europe from the advancing hordes of Islam by sacrificing herself. In the ensuing medieval centuries she remade herself through the glorious epic of a crusading reconquest sustained by faith: the cross won back the fatherland from the crescent.


Like most national myths it has both an ennobling side and a more sinister reverse – in this instance a legacy of intolerance and xenophobia. Again like successful national myths, it proved readily adaptable to different circumstances. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Counter-Reformation Spaniards were encouraged to see themselves as upholding Catholicism against the menace of heresy just as their ancestors had upheld Christianity against Islam. In the twentieth the Nationalist regime of General Franco could successfully play upon the myth in negotiations with the United States. Spain’s experience in upholding European values fitted her to be in the front line of defence against Communism. The sickle replaced the crescent: the enemy’s symbol retained the same menacing shape.


There was yet another way in which the encounter of Christian and Muslim in medieval Spain has powerfully affected later and distant human experience. Medieval Spaniards and Portuguese worked out by trial and error ways in which to administer large tracts of newly-conquered territory and to govern their inhabitants. Thus, when an overseas empire was acquired in the sixteenth century, models and precedents existed for the guidance of those whose task it was to rule it. In this as in so much else there was little that was new about the so-called ‘early modern’ period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Colonial Mexico and Peru and Brazil were medieval Andalusia writ large. Much that is central to the subsequent experience of Latin America follows from this.


In today’s conditions the most awkward feature of Spain’s national historical mythology is precisely what gave it potency in the past – its inbuilt hostility to Islam. Perceived as alien, how can Islam’s positive contributions to peninsular culture be accommodated harmoniously in a vision of the national past? If Muslims and Muslim observances have been persecuted or frowned upon for centuries in Spain, if Africans in general have been regarded with fear and contempt, how can acknowledgement of indebtedness be gracefully made, hostility give way to amity? It is obvious that these questions have a special relevance today. The western world has become acutely and painfully conscious in recent years of the need to understand the culture of Islam. The peoples of Islam cannot, as too often in the past, be neglected, bullied or exploited. If there are difficulties in the way that the peninsular peoples have liked to interpret their past – and it is most important that their partners in a European Community should be aware both of the interpretation and of its difficulties – perhaps it is timely to hasten the dismantling of that mythology. The plain fact is that between 712 and 1492 Muslim and Christian communities lived side by side in the Iberian peninsula, clutched in a long, intimate embrace: sharing a land, learning from one another, trading, intermarrying, misunderstanding, squabbling, fighting – generally indulging in all the incidents that go to furnish the ups and downs of coexistence or relationship. National myths have to simplify if they are to be widely accessible and acceptable. But this scene was not a simple one: it was diverse and boisterous and crowded with life.


The most fortunate beneficiaries of this coexistence were neither Christian nor Muslim Spaniards but the uncouth barbarians beyond the Pyrenees. The creative role of Islamic Spain in the shaping of European intellectual culture is still not widely enough appreciated. Apart from anything else, it is a most remarkable story. The scientific and philosophical learning of Greek and Persian antiquity was inherited by the Arabs in the Middle East. Translated, codified, elaborated by Arabic scholars, the corpus was diffused throughout the culturally unified world of classical Islam in the ninth and tenth centuries until it reached the limits of the known world in the west. And there, in Spain, it was discovered by the scholars of the Christian west, translated into Latin mainly between 1150 and 1250, and channelled off to irrigate the dry pastures of European intellectual life. The rediscovery of Aristotle’s works by this route decisively changed the European mind. Navigational devices such as the astrolabe made possible the voyages of discovery to east and west. Newton’s work would have been inconceivable without the knowledge of mathematics transmitted through Spain. The advances in medical science of the seventeenth century were grounded upon Arabic observation and practice. Europe’s lead in resourcefulness and creativity, the vital factor in the history of the world for the six centuries preceding our own, was founded in large part on intelligent grasping at opportunities offered by the civilisation of Islam; and that proffer came through Spain. Islamic Spain was not just an exotic bit of orientalia quaintly moored in the Iberian peninsula which has left behind some pretty flotsam for tourists to take photographs of. It played a significant part in the formation of the Old World’s civilisation.


*


Thus far the Islamic presence in Spain has been considered from a western and Christian point of view. We should also attempt an assessment of its culture in the wider context of Islamic civilisation as a whole. During the Middle Ages al-Andalus – as Moorish Spain was always known in the Arabic-speaking world – was little regarded in the Middle Eastern heartlands of Islam. For the mandarins and intellectuals of sophisticated Damascus, Cairo or Baghdad, al-Andalus was a distant frontier outpost of Islam on the fringes of the known world, irredeemably dowdy and provincial. Yet from this dingy backwater there emerged some of the finest works of Islamic art and culture: for example, the great mosque of Córdoba, the Cuenca school of ivory-carving, the poetry of Ibn ‘Ammar, the philosophy of Ibn Rushd (better known to the west as Averroes), the medical treatises of Ibn Zuhr, the Giralda of Seville and the Alhambra of Granada. Here too there are puzzles to be investigated.


This is to indicate some of the ways in which Moorish Spain might be thought to lay claim to our attention. But before we proceed further with the enquiry it will be as well to introduce the land which medieval Muslim and Christian shared, for the benefit of those who do not know it.


A preliminary difficulty – of which doubtless the reader must already have become aware – is to decide what to call it. This is not a new problem: take for example the opening sentences of the description of Spain by the eleventh-century geographer al-Bakri.




People say that in ancient times it was called Iberia, taking its name from the river Ebro. Later it was known as Bética, from the river Betis which runs past Córdoba. Later still it was called Hispania after a man named Hispan who had once ruled there. Some people say that its true name is Hesperia, which is derived from Hesperus, the evening star in the west. Nowadays we call it al-Andalus after the Andalusians who settled it.





Objections can be raised against nearly all the available options. ‘Hispania’ and ‘Hesperia’ sound precious and pedantic. ‘Iberia’ risks being confused with the region of that name in the Georgian Caucasus. ‘Spain’ as a term for the whole peninsular land mass between the Pyrenees and the Straits of Gibraltar is open to the objection that it will inevitably suggest the modern state of Spain and thereby exclude the area covered by modern Portugal. The political designations of the Middle Ages were applied to territories whose size and shape oscillated wildly. Castile did not exist in the year 800, by the year 1000 it was a modest county of the kingdom of León, by 1300 it was the largest state in Europe. Al-Andalus meant nearly the whole of the peninsula in the eighth century, but by the late thirteenth it meant the tiny principality of Granada. Religious labels are misleading. ‘Islamic’ Spain always contained sizeable communities of Christians and Jews, ‘Christian’ Spain, similarly, communities of Jews and Muslims. Ethnic designations are even more misleading. The language of common speech in al-Andalus, for Christians and Jews as well as for Muslims, was Arabic; but to speak as some have done of ‘Arabic’ Spain is to give the impression that the land had been colonised by the Arabs, whereas the number of Arabs who settled there was very small. ‘Moorish’ Spain does at least have the merit of reminding us that the bulk of the invaders and settlers were Moors, i.e. Berbers from northwest Africa. But we shall need to bear in mind that they overlay a population of mixed descent – Hispano-Romans, Basques, Sueves, Visigoths, Jews and others.


The reader who looks for consistency of verbal usage in this book is going to be disappointed. When I use the term ‘al-Andalus’ I understand by it that area of the Iberian peninsula under the control of Muslim authority, and the phrases ‘Moorish’, ‘Muslim’ and ‘Islamic Spain’ are to be regarded as synonymous with it. I shall try to avoid using ‘Spain’ to indicate the whole land mass but I do not expect to keep to this well-meant resolution. I offer my apologies in advance to those who inhabit the peninsula today who are politically independent of the Spanish monarchy (in Portugal) or who think that they ought to be (in the Basque country, Galicia and Catalonia).


The peninsular land mass is formidable: in its size, in its structure and in the demands it makes upon the peoples who live there. Spain and Portugal today, including the Balearic Islands, cover an area of 229,000 square miles. (For purposes of comparison, modern France stands at 204,000, England and Wales at 58,000, Texas at 262,000.) This area is very diverse: in its physical relief, in the climate that this produces, in the human economic activities which relief and climate together encourage or compel, in the social and institutional arrangements which have been devised over two thousand years of recorded history. The most distinctive physical features of the peninsula are its mountains. Spain and Portugal are more mountainous than any other European country, excepting only Switzerland and Norway. There are five systems whose ranges are consistently over 3,000 feet high, sometimes very much more. In the north, of course, there are the Pyrenees. In the northwest the Cantabrian mountains and their related southwesterly extensions serve to shut away the northern and northwestern coastal territories of Asturias, Galicia and northern Portugal. To the south of the river Ebro, running from northwest to southeast through the modern provinces of Soria and Teruel, is a great sweep of mountainous territory. This is joined about half-way along it, at right angles, by another band of mountains running from northeast to southwest, of which the highest peaks are to be found in the Sierra de Guadarrama to the north of Madrid. Finally, in the southeast, there is the Sierra Nevada near Granada and its related ranges such as the Sierra de Segura a little to the north. (The Spanish word sierra literally means ‘saw’, and was applied to these ranges because of their jagged peaks.) River systems divide these ranges from one another. All the major rivers save one drain towards the Atlantic coast. The exception is the Ebro, running from its headwaters in northern Castile on a southeasterly course past Tudela and Zaragoza to join the Mediterranean at Tortosa. (There are some lesser rivers which drain into the Mediterranean, such as the Llobregat at Barcelona and the Turia at Valencia, but only the Ebro is navigable for the sea-going craft of the ancient and medieval world for some considerable distance upstream.) The major rivers which drain to the west are, working from north to south, the Duero (Portuguese Douro), the Tagus, the Guadiana and the Guadalquivir. Each is fed by a number of tributaries. The Duero system divides the Cantabrian mountains from the Guadarrama ranges. The Tagus flows along the south side of the latter. Between it and the Guadiana lie the ranges of the Montes de Toledo and the Sierra de Guadalupe, of lesser height than the mountains mentioned so far. The same may be said of the Sierra Morena which lies between the systems of the Guadiana and Guadalquivir.


The land which lies between these mountain ranges is itself for the most part of fairly high altitude: the tableland or meseta, rarely falling below 1,200 feet, level, sometimes rolling, uneventful country. Truly low-lying land is only to be found in the coastal strip which runs round the periphery of the entire peninsula. In some parts this strip is narrow, as for example on the south coast between the Sierra Nevada and the Mediterranean. In other regions it is broader, as in southern Portugal. Sometimes it reaches far inland up the river valleys, as is the case with the Tagus and the Guadalquivir.


There are, broadly speaking, three climatic and therefore economic zones. The northern and western coastal territories have an Atlantic climate comparable to that of Ireland, western Britain and Brittany. It is temperate and it is damp; an area of mixed farming where livestock was always more important than tillage and where fishing played a significant part in the local economy. On the meseta there are violent contrasts of temperature: it is very hot in the summer, but the winters are long and bitterly cold. The soil is light and easily worked; apart from patchy scrub there is no woodland to speak of. This is the land where corn is king in the north, olives and vines further south. The meseta is roamed by vast herds of sheep, goats and cattle, seasonably transhumant from north to south in autumn and from south to north in spring. Along the eastern and southern coasts frosts are rare, rainfall is low, summers are exceedingly hot. The land is very fertile if properly irrigated. This is the area of intensive cultivation, of market gardening, of several vegetable crops each year, of exotic products such as sugarcane, oranges, aubergines, rice – all of them, incidentally, words derived from Arabic.


We must take account, therefore, of marked contrasts between regions; of a tension between centre and periphery; of a south and east which have always been better favoured and richer than the north and west (until, that is, the opening-up of an Atlantic economy). Observe how the major cities from the Roman period or even earlier have tended to be on the southern or eastern coasts or in the fertile river valleys: Barcelona, Tarragona, Tortosa, Zaragoza, Valencia, Cartagena, Murcia, Granada, Málaga, Córdoba, Seville, Cadiz, Mérida, Badajoz. Exceptions prove the rule. Rulers have sometimes deliberately sited administrative capitals precisely in the centre of the peninsula and simply for that reason: so the Visigothic kings did with Toledo, so Philip II did with Madrid. It was pilgrimage which put Santiago on the map. It was overseas imperial responsibilities which did the same for Lisbon and Corunna. Bilbao was a product of the Industrial Revolution.


The mountainous nature of the terrain made for difficulty of internal communication in the Iberian peninsula, before the coming of the railway and the internal combustion engine. The road system of Roman Hispania, maintained by the Visigothic kings who succeeded to Roman authority in the fifth century, enabled troops to be moved with speed from place to place. The Berber armies of the early eighth century could turn these same roads to good account. But bulk goods – oil, wine, wool, hides, corn – moved very slowly, at the pace of oxen, mules and donkeys; and very expensively – in the late antique Mediterranean world overland freight was about ten times as expensive as transport by water. Commercial considerations therefore reinforced the tendency for the periphery of the peninsula to look outwards rather than inwards: external communication was comparatively easy. Catalonia’s cultural contacts have traditionally been closer with southern France and the Ligurian coast of Italy than with Castile. It is not by accident that the surviving prehistoric monuments of Portugal and Galicia find their closest counterparts in Brittany and the western parts of the British Isles. What needs special emphasis in any account of Moorish Spain is the ease of contact between southern Spain and northwest Africa: the Straits at their narrowest are only twelve miles wide. In his poem ‘Spain’ – of 1937, later disavowed – W. H. Auden called the land ‘that arid square, that fragment nipped off from hot Africa’. How right he was. The relief, climate and ecology of southern Spain find their closest parallel in Morocco. Shackled to Castile by the chance of history, Andalusia has a natural partner in Barbary, the land of the Berbers, to which indeed she was once linked until the land-bridge burst and the waters of the Atlantic gushed in to make the Mediterranean. Again and again in the course of this book the significance of contact and conflict across the Straits of Gibraltar during the Middle Ages will become apparent.


In the perspective of Iberian history as a whole the most important consequence of geography has been the great difficulty that a single political authority has always had in enforcing its will over the entire peninsula. Peninsular unity has never been natural. It has been an artificial condition achieved only with effort, fragile to maintain. Any strains imposed upon this unnatural condition normally result in the surfacing of fissile tendencies: the peninsula breaks down into its regional components. Of this tendency, too, we shall meet examples.
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THE SECRET OF THE TOWER


A king of Spain in ancient time built a tower in which he deposited a secret. He sealed the tower with a mighty padlock, and laid upon his successors the obligation each by turns to add an extra padlock so as to preserve ever more inviolable whatever was concealed within. Twenty-six kings came and went, respecting his wishes. Then there succeeded a rash and headstrong young king named Roderic. Resolved to penetrate the tower’s secret, and against the advice of all his counsellors, he had the twenty-seven padlocks opened. Then he entered the chamber within. On its walls were painted Arab horsemen, scimitars at their belts, spears brandished in their right hands. In the middle of the room stood a table made of gold and silver set with precious stones, upon it carved the words: ‘This is the table of King Solomon, son of David, upon whom be peace.’ There was an urn on the table, which was found to contain a scroll of parchment. When this was unrolled, the following words were revealed: ‘Whenever this chamber is violated, and the spell contained in this urn is broken, the people painted on these walls will invade Spain, overthrow its kings, and subdue the entire land.’


This is a version of one of several legends, recorded in both Christian and Islamic sources, which came to cluster round the memory of the last days of the Christian Visigothic kingdom of Spain on the eve of the invasion from northwest Africa which destroyed it. It is easy to understand why such a myth was needed and how it could grow. Christian Spaniards who had been conquered wanted a scapegoat: the legend made Roderic into one by dwelling on his disregard of traditional royal obligation. The conquerors needed the legend too: they could take comfort from the thought that their invasion of Spain had been sanctioned by prophecy and destiny.


Not all the elements in the story are legendary. Toledo was indeed the capital city of Spain under the Visigothic kings of the sixth and seventh centuries, and they did indeed adorn it with splendid public buildings. Roderic was – as we have already seen – the last of this line of monarchs, and he was defeated and killed in attempting to defend his kingdom against Moorish invaders from northwest Africa early in the eighth century.


So far, so good. No one disputes these bare bones of the story of the invasion. It is when we try to clothe them with a little more flesh that our difficulties begin. It is not that we are short of information about the Moorish conquest. On the contrary, we possess a great deal. The trouble is that the surviving narratives were composed several centuries after the events which they describe, as a few examples will show. The earliest known historian of Moorish Spain whose work has come down to us was Ahmad ar-Razi who was writing in about 950, and his chronicle survives only in a fourteenth-century translation into Portuguese. The anonymous work entitled Ajbar Machmua (‘Collection of traditions’) is a compilation of the eleventh century. Ibn Idhari, who composed an important history of Islamic Spain, was working in Morocco around the year 1300. The most elaborate and comprehensive such history was the work of al-Maqqari, another Moroccan, who died as late as 1632. These were conscientious chroniclers, but they composed their works in a social and intellectual environment which was utterly different from that of the years of the conquest. Furthermore, they conceived of their task as primarily one of collecting and recording current traditions: they did not attempt to sift the grains of scientific historical truth from the spoil-heaps of legend.


The historical sources from the Christian side display the same sorts of shortcoming in their accounts of the Moorish conquest. The later they are, the fuller of detail they are, the more concerned their authors to peddle reassuring national myth to the readers of their own day. No more than their Islamic counterparts were they ‘scientific’ historians as we understand the term today. This could be said, for example, of archbishop Rodrigo of Toledo whose Latin history of Spain, the De Rebus Hispaniae, was composed in about 1240; or of king Alfonso X of Castile (d. 1284), known as Alfonso el Sabio, the Learned, who sponsored the production of vernacular historical chronicles in the second half of the thirteenth century.


Strictly or near-contemporary sources of evidence for the Moorish conquest are three: a short narrative from the Christian side, a single but crucial administrative document from the Islamic side, and a small amount of archaeological evidence. The narrative is an anonymous work in Latin prose known as the Chronicle of 754. It takes its name from the date of the latest events mentioned in it, and it is assumed that it took on its final shape in or shortly after that year. The author may have been a cleric of Toledo. A powerful case has recently been made for supposing that the Chronicle of 754 furnishes a more reliable account of events in Spain during the first half of the eighth century than any other surviving narrative sources. What it has to tell us of the circumstances of the conquest is as follows.


A series of raids and incursions from Arab-held north Africa were launched against Spain in the earliest years of the eighth century. These went on ‘for some time’ and involved the laying waste of ‘several provinces’. Then in the year 711 Musa ibn Nusayr, the governor of north Africa, sent an army under the command of Tariq to invade Spain. Another army, commanded by Musa himself, followed shortly afterwards. Roderic had become king of Spain in the same year 711, but in the face of opposition. Fighting between Roderic and his rivals occurred. In the following year, 712, a battle was fought between Roderic and Tariq which proved to be decisive. The place of the encounter (‘at the Transductine promontories’) cannot now be identified with certainty; it may have been between Algeciras and Jérez. Roderic was defeated and killed. Musa proceeded to Toledo where he executed a number of prominent people and devastated the country round about. He went on northeastwards to the valley of the river Ebro where he took the principal city of the region, Zaragoza. There was much devastation and loss of life. The archbishop of Toledo, primate of the Spanish church, abandoned his flock and fled. Before the end of 712 Musa left Spain, recalled by the Umayyad caliph to Damascus. He took with him a number of lordly Visigothic captives and huge quantities of booty in the form of bullion and jewellery. Before he left he entrusted the administration of the conquered provinces to his son ‘Abd al-Aziz, who spent the three years of his governorship (712–15) extending and consolidating his father’s conquests until they embraced the whole of the Iberian peninsula.
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