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      “The rich and remarkable landscape that we behold in The Ornament of the World dates all the way back to the so-called Dark Ages, but the book itself could not be more timely or more encouraging. Maria
         Rosa Menocal shows us a rare moment in history when Muslims, Christians, and Jews found a way to live with each other in peace
         and prosperity…. An illuminating and even inspiring work.”
      

      —Jonathan Kirsch, Los Angeles Times

      “Menocal tells the story exceptionally well, giving a skillful overview of the political history before turning to vignettes
         of people and places that illustrate the period’s innovations in poetry, fiction, architecture, and philosophy.… She successfully
         drives home an important lesson for a multicultural America fighting fanaticism externally and internally: We can go down
         the road of narrow ‘purity’ and prejudice and destroy ourselves in the process. Or we can learn to live together, respecting
         differences while trying to produce a society that uses the best that everyone has to offer.”
      

      —Anne Bartlett, Miami Herald

      
         “Menocal displays a lavish sense of place that should be the envy of many novelists, telling an engaging story in detail without
         ever alienating the general reader. Her seductively written history serves as both a testament to past tolerance and the hope
         of a peaceful future. The lessons of Andalusian history surely have never been more timely.”
      

      —John Green, Booklist

      “A resonant and timely case of a time when followers of the three monotheisms set aside their differences and tried to get
         along…. An unusually graceful study, a sturdy and eminently readable exploration of the ‘unknown depths of cultural tolerance
         and symbiosis in our heritage’ that may help revise our view of the Middle Ages.”
      

      —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
      

      “Little, Brown has chosen the perfect moment to publish The Ornament of the World, by Maria Rosa Menocal. It is a history of medieval ‘al-Andalus’ or Andalusia: a culture where there was extensive cooperation
         and even symbiosis among Muslims, Jews, and Christians, and where civilization touched a point hardly surpassed since fifth-century
         Athens…. It is no exaggeration to say that what we presumptuously call ‘Western’ culture is owed in large measure to the Andalusian
         enlightenment…. This book partly restores to us a world we have lost, a world for which our current monotheistic leaderships
         do not even feel nostalgia.”
      

      — Christopher Hitchens, Nation

      “Just when we are in most need of its memory and reassurance, Maria Rosa Menocal offers us her gift of al-Andalus. In her
         splendid retelling of the rise and fall of the great Muslim civilization of Spain, the magical and the tragic mingle, as inspiration
         and warning. For all those who believe that religion still has a role to play in helping humanity heal and evolve, this is
         essential reading.”
      

      —Yossi Klein Halevi, author of At the Entrance to the Garden of Eden: A Jew’s Search for God with Christians and Muslims in the Holy Land

      
         “Subtle and far-reaching…. The Ornament of the World centers on a series of vignettes, offering a portrait of an epoch, a place, and, above all, an ethos of tolerance…. Maria
         Menocal has written an exquisitely crafted book that exudes a lyrical, poetic quality while managing, brilliantly, to capture
         the ‘sweetness and light’ of Andalusia…. This celebration and melancholic remembrance serves as a useful reminder of what
         once was and what could be.”
      

      —Emran Qureshi, National Post (Canada)
      

      “In this splendid historical survey, Menocal narrates the story of Islam’s development in the West as well as the tale of
         how Christianity, Judaism, and Islam once flourished side by side, tolerating one another and borrowing language, art, and
         architecture from each other…. Menocal demonstrates that despite the intractable differences among these three religions they
         shared a belief that their contradictions could be productive and positive…. Engaging prose and lucid insights provide glimpses
         into a little-discussed chapter of religious history.”
      

      — Publishers Weekly

      “Focused on personal stories, The Ornament of the World makes a lively read and gives us a fascinating insight into the history of almost 800 years…. We are indebted to Ms. Menocal
         for opening up an important period of history that has remained mostly a subject for specialists. The Ornament of the World is timely. Since the Islamic menace has seemingly replaced the red one after the Cold War, and since a great fear of extremist
         Islamic fundamentalism has gripped the West following September 11, it is all the more important to see another face of Islam.”
      

      — Claudia Roden, Wall Street Journal
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         María Rosa Menocal begins this poignant story in Damascus in 750, and ends at Granada in 1492, the year of the expulsion of
         the Moors and the Jews from Spain. Menocal’s epilogue, “Andalusian Shards,” uncannily recounts the destruction, exactly five
         hundred years later, of the National Library in Sarajevo by Serbian artillery. Between the brutal disaster of 1492, the work
         of Spanish Catholicism, and the 1992 cultural atrocity, the deliberate achievement of Serbian Orthodox Christians, Menocal
         stations my favorite pages in this book, dealing with the publication of the first part of Cervantes’ Don Quixote in 1605. That was also the year Shakespeare put on the first performance of King Lear at the Globe Theatre in London. Nothing in Western literature, in the four centuries since, is of the eminence of Don Quixote, greatest of comedies and of novels, or of King Lear, the ultimate tragic drama, and perhaps the limit of literary art.
      

      
         Cervantes’ Spain, a century after the expulsion, remained haunted by the cultural and economic traumas of that catastrophic
         happening. For the Jews and Moors it meant permanent exile from what had been “a first-rate place”; for the Old Christians
         it meant their triumph and their Golden Age. What it meant for Cervantes is an enigma that cannot be resolved. Sancho Panza
         rather too frequently protests his Old Christian lineage, and once gratuitously adds that he hates the Jews. Which Jews? He
         may mean the New Christian Conversos (converts), but the reader is unlikely to believe that the marvelously good-natured Sancho
         hates anyone. Don Quixote himself is finally defeated, abandons his knighthood, and goes home to die devoutly. Spain died
         devoutly, from the later seventeenth century until the death of Francisco Franco, and since then has become something else,
         not yet fully definable. Compared to the United States and Ireland, Spain no longer is obsessed with religion, though the
         cult of death still lingers in cultural recesses.
      

      Menocal’s Andalusia, where “Muslims, Jews, and Christians created a culture of tolerance,” may to some degree represent an
         idealization, healthy and useful. The author herself refers to the terrible massacre of Jews in Granada in 1066, while ascribing
         it entirely to fundamentalist Berbers, which is not wholly convincing. Still, the central vision of The Ornament of the World is persuasive. The Jews and Christians of Muslim Andalusia flourished economically and culturally under the Umayyads, whose
         dynasty had been transplanted from Damascus to Cordoba by the audacious Abd al-Rahman. Indeed, of the Jewish exile cultures,
         from Babylon to the United States, the three later summits are Alexandria (from the second century B.C.E. to the second century C.E.), Muslim Andalusia, and Austria-Germany (from the 1890s through 1933). Compared to these three, American Jewry seems culturally
         pathetic, though 
         the Babylonian Talmud and the Genesis-through-Kings creation by the Redactor probably outshine even the Jewish cultures of
         Alexandria, Cordoba-Granada-Toledo, and Vienna-Prague-Berlin.
      

      Menocal’s book is a love song addressed to the Jewish, Muslim, and Christian (mostly troubadour) poets of what once we called
         the High Middle Ages. I hesitate to nominate a single hero of the book (Menocal’s heart seems to belong to the warrior-poet
         Samuel the Nagid, who reinvented Hebrew poetry), but I would vote for Ibn Hazm, also a warrior-poet, but in Arabic, whose
         The Neck-Ring of the Dove, a handbook on romantic love, is also a monument to a devastated Cordoba, its great era forever passed. Menocal presents Ibn
         Hazm as a Don Quixote, holding on to an aesthetics, an erotics, and a cultural tradition unrecoverable but unforgettable.
      

      Menocal’s book, as wise as it is poignant, studies such nostalgias, not altogether for their own sake, but also because of
         their current relevance. There are no Muslim Andalusians visible anywhere in the world today. The Iran of the ayatollahs and
         the Afghanistan of the Taliban may mark an extreme, but even Egypt is now not much of a culture of tolerance. The Israelis
         and Palestinians, even if they could achieve a workable peace, would still be surrounded by a Muslim world very remote from
         the Andalusia of Abd al-Rahman and his descendants. It is salutary to be reminded of what Cordoba and Granada once were, and
         yet it is also disquieting.
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      I come away from a reading of Menocal’s book with a sense of loss, another tribute to her evocative power. Our current multiculturalism,
         the blight of our universities and of our media, is a parody of the culture of Cordoba and Granada in their lost prime. All
         the cultural achievements so passionately described 
         by Menocal, from the Alhambra to the poetry of Judah Halevi, were aesthetic triumphs, strong in conception, exquisite in execution. As a contribution to cultural memory, in its best aspects, The Ornament of the World is an authentic and heartening gesture of the spirit.
      

   
      A Note on Transliterations and Non-English Names
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         To make the significant number of foreign names and words in the text more accessible to the reader, I have generally followed
         these guidelines:
      

      No diacritics or other accent marks are used on foreign names, and familiar English forms are given whenever possible: thus
         Cordoba rather than Córdova, Saragossa rather than Zaragoza, Quran rather than Qur’an (the former spelling being now preferable
         to the older Koran).
      

      Foreign words with no conventional English equivalents appear in italics on first mention. Once translated or explained, however,
         such commonly used terms will appear without italics. Thus, taifa and fitna are written as conventional English words after they have been introduced. Most book titles are given only in English translation.
      

      Arabic and Hebrew names that have familiar English equivalents 
         are initially given in the original and thereafter in their more familiar form. Thus Musa ibn Maymun will be Maimonides. In
         most instances, I have also given anglicized versions of proper names of people not well known; thus the Archbishop Raymond
         (rather than Raimundo) of Toledo. Many of these, in any case, appear in variant forms in medieval documents.
      

      Al-Andalus is typically referred to with the Arabic article al-assimilated into the proper name, whereas ha-Sefarad conventionally drops the article ha- and is called simply Sefarad.
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         Beginnings
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         ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE MID-EIGHTH CENTURY, AN INTREPID young man named Abd al-Rahman abandoned his home in Damascus, the Near Eastern heartland of Islam, and set out across the
         North African desert in search of a place of refuge. Damascus had become a slaughterhouse for his family, the ruling Umayyads,
         who had first led the Muslims out of the desert of Arabia into the high cultures of the Fertile Crescent. With the exception
         of Abd al-Rahman, the Umayyads were eradicated by the rival Abbasids, who seized control of the great empire called the “House
         of Islam.” This sole survivor was undoubtedly too young—he was in his late teens or early twenties—to be terrified at the
         odds against him, nor was his flight westward, toward what was the farthest frontier of the Islamic territories, as arbitrary
         or hopeless as it might have seemed. The prince’s mother was a Berber tribeswoman from the 
         environs of today’s Morocco, which Arab conquerors had reached some years before. From this place, which the Muslims called
         the Maghrib, the “Far West,” the descendants of the Prophet and his first followers had brought women such as Abd al-Rahman’s
         mother back east as brides or concubines for the highest-ranking families, to expand and enrich the bloodlines.
      

      The Abbasid massacre of the Umayyads in Syria took place in 750. Abd al-Rahman reappeared in the Far West five years later,
         and when he finally reached that distant land, he found that many of his Berber kinsmen had themselves emigrated from there.
         These non-Arab nomads, who in antiquity had settled between the Sahara and the Mediterranean west of the Nile, had been largely
         converted to Islam and partially Arabized with the westward expansion of Islam in the seventh century. Beginning in 711, the
         Muslims—here the Berbers under the leadership of the Syrian Arabs—had pushed across the small sliver of sea that separates
         Africa from Europe, the Strait of Gibraltar, to the place the Romans had called Hispania or Iberia. Unlike Abd alRahman, who
         crossed the formidable desert as a political refugee, the Berbers of the Maghrib, along with the Syrians who rode at the head
         of the troops, were driven by military expansiveness and ambition, as well as by that sense of adventure and the desire for
         a better life that have motivated pioneers throughout history.
      

      Abd al-Rahman followed their trail and crossed the narrow strait at the western edge of the world. In Iberia, a place they
         were calling al-Andalus in Arabic, the language of the new Muslim colonizers, he found a thriving and expansive Islamic settlement.
         Its center was on the banks of a river that wound down to the Atlantic coast, the Big Wadi (today, in lightly touched-up Arabic,
         the Guadalquivir, or Wadi al-Kabir). The new capital was an old city that the former rulers, the Visigoths, had called Khordoba,
         after the Roman Corduba, who had ruled the city before the Germanic conquest. It was now pronounced 
         Qurtuba, in the new Arabic accents heard nearly everywhere. The governor of that amorphous and fairly detached frontier “province”
         was understandably taken aback by the unexpected apparition of this assumed-dead Umayyad prince. Out in these hinterlands,
         after all, so far from the center of the empire, the shift from Umayyad to Abbasid sovereignty had, until that moment, made
         little real difference in local politics.
      

      The local politics had been shaped perhaps most of all by the often murderous rivalries between the majority Berber rank and
         file and the Arab leadership, rivalries within this community of Muslims whose animus would decisively dominate the politics
         of al-Andalus—the name used for the ever-shifting Muslim polities of Iberia, never quite the whole of the peninsula—for half
         a millennium. The emirs (emir, or amir, is the Arabic word for “governor”) of these Andalusian frontier territories, the westernmost edge of an empire that in the
         east was then reaching China, had been “clients” of the Umayyads, fairly autonomous representatives of the rather remote central
         government. Recent word of the Umayyads’ overthrow in Damascus was largely of symbolic importance to Muslims in the west.
         This was especially so for the majority Berbers, for whom all Arabs were overbearing and brash overlords. Granted, the Arabs
         had brought the Revelation of the True Faith to these southwestern reaches of the ruined Roman basin—but they had persisted
         in treating the Berbers as inferiors, even after most had proven to be enthusiastic converts.
      

      With Abd al-Rahman’s arrival in 755, the fate of the House of the Umayya was no longer a distant and abstract matter but the
         center of local political turmoil. The wild turn of events, and its consequences, can perhaps only be imagined by conjuring
         the image of Anastasia, and what might have happened if she really had reappeared one day in Paris and unambiguously claimed
         the survival of the Romanovs. Abd al-Rahman was in some ways the quintessential Arab, the heir and descendant of the desert
         
         warriors who were the companions of the Prophet himself, and yet he was no less a Berber, the child of one of their own tribeswomen.
         This made it easy for him to claim the loyalty of the soldiers and settlers in this fertile and promising new land. The vexed
         emir of al-Andalus saw at least some of the handwriting on the wall and offered the young man permanent refuge in the capital
         city as well as his daughter’s hand in marriage. But the grandson of the caliph, the successor to the Prophet and the supreme
         temporal and spiritual leader of the Islamic world, could not be so easily bought off. Abd al-Rahman assembled forces loyal
         to him, Syrians and Berbers combined, and one day in May 756, a battle just outside the city walls of Cordoba decisively changed
         the face of European history and culture. Abd al-Rahman easily defeated his would-be father-in-law and became the new governor
         of this westernmost province of the Islamic world.
      

      Technically Abd al-Rahman was nothing more than the governor of a frontierlike outpost at the edge of the caliphate, and the
         caliphate was now under the control of the Abbasids, the regime that had not only overthrown but also slaughtered Abd al-Rahman’s
         family. But during those half-dozen years since the bloody coup, the Abbasids had moved the capital of the Islamic empire
         farther east, to Baghdad, away from any lingering traces of Umayyad legitimacy. Abd al-Rahman’s improbable and triumphant
         resurrection as a viable leader was a disturbing loose end, since he was himself the living and vital memory of that legitimate
         past, with its direct links to the beginnings of Islam itself. Despite whatever dismay the Abbasids might have felt about
         the Umayyad who got away, they let him be, no doubt reckoning that in the permanent exile in that backwater to which he was
         condemned, Abd al-Rahman was as good as dead.
      

      But this young man was, for nearly everyone in those outer provinces, the legitimate caliph, and he was not about to spend
         the rest of his life in embittered exile. He built his new 
         Andalusian estate, Rusafa, in part to memorialize the old Rusafa deep in the desert steppes northeast of Damascus, where he
         had last lived with his family, and also, no less, to proclaim that he had survived and that this was indeed the new and legitimate
         home of the Umayyads. Although it would be two more centuries before one of his descendants actually openly declared that
         Cordoba was the seat of the caliphate, al-Andalus was transformed and now anything but a mere provincial seat. Here, on the western shores of the Roman
         empire’s great inland sea, and at the front door of what was not yet truly Europe, a real contender had arrived and settled
         in.
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      This book tells the story of how this remarkable turn of events, which actually had its origins in the heart of the seventh
         century in what we call the Near East, powerfully affected the course of European history and civilization. Many aspects of
         the story are largely unknown, and the extent of their continuing effects on the world around us is scarcely understood, for
         numerous and complex reasons. The conventional histories of the Arabic-speaking peoples follow the fork in the road taken
         by the Abbasids. At precisely the point at which the Umayyad prince sets up his all-but-declared caliphate in Europe, the
         story we are likely to be told continues with the achievements of the Abbasids, who did indeed make Baghdad the capital of
         an empire of material and cultural wealth and achievement.
      

      Even the histories traditionally told within the Muslim world rarely take the Umayyad path, and they spend relatively little
         time in al-Andalus, despite the fact that al-Andalus represents, in one form or another, the presence of Islam in Europe for
         the subsequent seven-hundred-odd years, some three times the present duration of the American Republic. From the normative
         perspective of the history of Islam or of the Arabic-speaking peoples, al-Andalus is reckoned more a nostalgic curiosity than
         
         anything else—and mostly, in the end, a failure, because Islam did not survive as one of the religions of Europe and because
         by 1492, Granada, the last Islamic city-state in Europe, was quashed and the “Moors” (the disparaging Christian term for Muslims),
         along with the Jews, were driven out of Spain. Worse, for us, in the stories that constitute our European heritage, the chapters
         about the “Middle Ages,” when all these events take place, typically describe a time that was dark and barbaric. In the popular
         imagination, and even in the vision of most well-educated people, the very adjective “medieval” (which itself comes from the
         expression “in the middle,” thus signaling a placeholder between two legitimately freestanding eras, the classical and the
         modern) is often a synonym for an unenlightened, backward, and intolerant culture.
      

      But if we retell the story beginning with the narrative of that intrepid young man who miraculously evaded the annihilation
         of his line and migrated from Damascus to Cordoba, which he then made over into his new homeland, we end up with an altogether
         different vision of the fundamental parameters of Europe during the Middle Ages. This is a vision still evident today, in
         the lasting influence of this complex, rich, and unique civilization. When one walks past synagogues on the Upper West Side
         of New York City, buildings created by devout German Jews in the nineteenth century, one notices their clear and intentional
         allusions to mosques—to take one conspicuous and lovely example among hundreds. Yet where are the stories in our education
         that reveal to us why this is so?
      

      This book aims to follow the road from Damascus taken by Abd al-Rahman, who, Aeneas-like, escaped the devastation of his home
         to become the first, rather than the last, of his line. It is about a genuine, foundational European cultural moment that
         qualifies as “first-rate,” in the sense of E Scott Fitzgerald’s wonderful formula (laid out in his essay “The Crack-Up”)—namely,
         that “the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 
         opposed ideas in the mind at the same time.” In its moments of great achievement, medieval culture positively thrived on holding
         at least two, and often many more, contrary ideas at the same time. This was the chapter of Europe’s culture when Jews, Christians,
         and Muslims lived side by side and, despite their intractable differences and enduring hostilities, nourished a complex culture
         of tolerance, and it is this difficult concept that my subtitle aims to convey. This only sometimes included guarantees of
         religious freedoms comparable to those we would expect in a modern “tolerant” state; rather, it found expression in the often
         unconscious acceptance that contradictions—within oneself, as well as within one’s culture—could be positive and productive.
         Much that was characteristic of medieval culture was profoundly rooted in the cultivation of the complexities, charms, and
         challenges of contradictions—of the “yes and no,” as it was put by Peter Abelard, the infamous twelfth-century Parisian intellectual
         and Christian theologian.
      

      The very heart of culture as a series of contraries lay in alAndalus, which requires us to reconfigure the map of Europe and
         put the Mediterranean at the center, and begin telling at least this part of our own story from an Andalusian perspective.
         It was there that the profoundly Arabized Jews rediscovered and reinvented Hebrew; there that Christians embraced nearly every
         aspect of Arabic style—from the intellectual style of philosophy to the architectural styles of mosques—not only while living
         in Islamic dominions but especially after wresting political control from them; there that men of unshakable faith, like Abelard
         and Maimonides and Averroes, saw no contradiction in pursuing the truth, whether philosophical or scientific or religious,
         across confessional lines. This vision of a culture of tolerance recognized that incongruity in the shaping of individuals
         as well as their cultures was enriching and productive. It was an approach to life and its artistic and intellectual and even
         religious pursuits that was contested by many—as it is today—and violently so at 
         times—as it is today—and yet powerful and shaping nevertheless, for hundreds of years. Whether it is because of our clichéd
         notions about the relative backwardness of the Middle Ages, or our own expectations that culture, religion, and political
         ideology will be roughly consistent, we are likely to be taken aback by many of the lasting testimonies of this Andalusian
         culture, monuments like the tomb of Saint Ferdinand in Seville. Ferdinand III is the king remembered as the Castilian conqueror
         of the last of all the Islamic territories save Granada, and yet his tomb is rather matter-of-factly inscribed in Arabic and
         Hebrew as well as in Latin and Castilian.
      

      In the end, much of Europe far beyond the Andalusian world, and far beyond modern Spain’s geographical borders, was shaped
         by the deep-seated vision of complex and contradictory identities that was first elevated to an art form by the Andalusians.
         “The ornament of the world” is the famous description of Cordoba given to her readers by the tenth-century Saxon writer Hroswitha,
         who from her far-off convent at Gandersheim perceived the exceptional qualities and the centrality of the Cordobÿn caliphate.
         Tellingly, Hroswitha coined the expression even as she wrote an account of a Mozarab Christian martyr of the tenth century.
         For her, and eventually for most others who came to know Andalusian culture throughout the Middle Ages, whether at first hand
         or from afar—from reading a translation produced there or from hearing a poem sung by one of its renowned singers—the bright
         lights of that world, and their illumination of the rest of the universe, transcended differences of religion. And I too use
         the expression generously; as this book’s title, it means to describe the culture that long survived and transcended the destruction
         of the caliphate of Hroswitha’s time, the culture that centuries later did produce the tomb of Saint Ferdinand, and did give
         a “Moorish” style to some of New York City’s nineteenth-century synagogues.
      

      Rather than retell the history of the Middle Ages, or even 
         that of medieval Spain, I have strung together a series of miniature portraits that range widely in time and place, and that
         are focused on cultural rather than political events. They will, I hope, lay bare the vast distance between what the conventional
         histories and other general prejudices would have us expect (that, for example, Christians saw the Muslim infidels as their
         mortal enemy and spent seven hundred years trying to drive them from Spain) and what we can learn from the many testimonies
         that survive in the songs people really sang or the buildings they really put up. These vignettes and profiles highlight stories
         that in and of themselves seem to me worth knowing and worth retelling as part of our common history. Beyond that, together,
         they point to some of the unknown depths of cultural tolerance and symbiosis in our heritage, and they may begin to suggest
         a very different overall portrait of this “middle” age. It would be foolish to try to replace all the older clichés with another
         equally simplistic new one—to suggest that this was a world devoid of all manner of intolerance and darkness. What age, no
         matter how golden, is? But how many among us know the stories that also make the Middle Ages a golden age, in fact a whole
         series of golden ages?
      

      Before these stories can make much sense, the larger scene needs to be set. Before we can return to Cordoba in the spring
         of 756, we need to conjure up some vision of that strange land. Who were the fellow Muslims Abd al-Rahman found in alAndalus,
         and how had they come to be there? What was that place, Europe, where they lived? And just what did happen to that Islamic
         polity in medieval Europe during the hundreds of years before it disappeared altogether, leaving the world behind it transfigured?
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         A Brief History of a First-Rate Place

      [image: art]

 

      
         
         THE MOMENTOUS EVENTS OF EIGHTH-CENTURY EUROPE WERE first set in train by the death of Muhammad, the Prophet who bore the Revelation of submission to God that is Islam. The
         story of Muhammad’s transformation, from ordinary citizen of Mecca to charismatic military leader and radical founder of a
         religious and civil order, played itself out in a corner of our ancestral world about which we know precious little. The Arabs
         of the steppes and deserts of the Arabian peninsula were more or less settled in the oases that provided what scant water
         there was to be had. Some few were traders, serving as connections between one settlement and another. The most powerful were
         the nomads, the Bedouin. The desert culture of these peoples—who also had historic connections with the adjacent cultures
         of the Fertile Crescent—was itself strongly marked by two features that gave distinctive shape to the religion 
         that Muhammad’s revelations brought into existence. On the one hand, the pagan and idol-worshiping religions of the desert
         were the target for this new and utterly uncompromising monotheism, which begins with the starkest possible declaration on
         the matter: “There is no god but God.”
         
            *
         
          On the other hand, not only conserved but fully appropriated from the culture whose ritual center was Mecca was the loving
         cultivation—some would say adoration—of language, and of poetry as the best that men did with the gift of language. Muhammad’s
         revelation, preserved in the Quran, embraced the poetry-besotted universe of his ancestors and contemporaries, and thus ensured
         the survival of the pre-Islamic poetic universe, with its many blatant contradictions of what would become normative Islamic
         belief.
      

      The vexed question at the heart of the story we are following, the one that will take us to Europe’s remarkable transformations
         in the medieval period, lies not in Muhammad’s life but in his death. (The Islamic calendar hinges neither on Muhammad’s birth
         nor on his death, but on the turning point in the story, in 622, when Muhammad and his followers moved from Mecca to Medina,
         a journey known as the hijra, or hegira.) Muhammad had died in Medina in 632 without an obvious successor. He had left behind, first and foremost, a powerful
         revelation, a combination of tradition and revolution. Islam was nothing less than the return to the pristine monotheism of
         Abraham—abandoned or misunderstood by Jews and Christians alike, the revelations asserted, and unknown altogether to the benighted
         pagans of the desert. All this came forth not in Muhammad’s own words but through his transmission of the direct language
         of God, his 
         “Recitation”—the word Quran means “recitation”—of what God was revealing and dictating to him.
      

      Alongside that relatively straightforward revelation, however, and inextricably intertwined with the essentially spiritual
         reorientation he urged, Muhammad had also created a community with distinctive social-civil-moral values, one that was already
         a military and political empire in the making. But there were no clear guidelines for how that empire should be organized
         or ruled, and Muhammad’s death left an inevitable vacuum. No question in Islam is more fundamental and shaping than this one,
         a source of political instability and violent dispute from the beginning, as it remains to this day. Who could, after all,
         succeed a prophet who was also a dominant statesman? In that highly contested succession lie the origins of many of the major
         shapes and terms of Islam that are mostly unknown or puzzling to non-Muslims: Shiites and Sunnis, caliphs and emirs, Umayyads
         and Abbasids, all of these crucial internal divisions. One of the earliest chapters of this struggle within Islam for legitimate
         authority was the one that transpired in 750, the bloody massacre of the Umayyad royal family that led to the foundation of
         a rival Islamic polity in southern Europe, and the origins of that story lie in the moment directly following the Prophet’s
         death, over a century before.
      

      The simplified version of the succession to the Prophet is that the initial four caliphs—from the Arabic khalifa, or “successor”—were chosen from among Muhammad’s contemporaries, from the community of his companions and close relatives.
         The last of this foursome (called the Rightly Guided by many Muslims) was Ali, a cousin of Muhammad who was married to the
         Prophet’s daughter Fatima. But Ali ruled for a mere five years before his caliphate came to a bloody end with his assassination
         in 661. This was barely thirty years after the Prophet’s death, yet this fateful event began a new act in the drama of the
         ever-expanding Islamic empire. The Umayyads, 
         the new dynasty that came to power, were both Arabs and Muslims, and they symbolized the original fusion of a culture—and
         especially a language—with a revelation, a fusion that was the very soul of a new religion and civilization. But they moved
         their capital from the provincial and dangerously factional Medina to the more open and friendly spaces of Damascus, and in
         coming out of the isolation of the Arabian desert and making Syria over into the new homeland, and in the conversions of people
         far removed from Mecca and Medina, the Umayyads’ Islam forged a new culture that added generously to the Arab foundation.
         Transplanting the heart of the empire out of the Arabian peninsula and into Syria, which had its own mixed cultural legacy,
         was the first significant step in creating the ill-understood, crucial distinction between things Arab and things Islamic,
         a distinction that is particularly relevant to our story.
      

      The Umayyads presided over this expansive period from their central and accessible caliphal seat in Damascus, a cosmopolitan
         and venerable city, in its previous lives Aramaean, Greek, Roman, and, most recently, Christian. There and elsewhere they
         began building new defining monuments in places where the remains of other cultures were still visible. The Great Mosque of
         Damascus was not built out of blank clay but with the bits and pieces of a Roman temple and a Christian church. The Dome of
         the Rock in Jerusalem was built on the ruins of the Temple Mount and around the natural rock where Abraham’s sacrifice of
         his son was mercifully rejected by Abraham’s God. The building was thus erected by the Umayyads as a monumental version of
         the Quranic understanding that this is the One God, and that the Muslims are also, and now preeminently, among the Children
         of Abraham.
      

      The borders of the Islamic empire continued to spread, and by 711, armies of recently converted Berbers, led by Umayyads from
         Syria, moved into Europe. Within and around the Mediterranean basin, from the Taurus Mountains in the north-east 
         (the border with Anatolia) to the Pyrenees in the northwest (the border with Gaul), the new empire filled almost exactly the
         bed left by the old Roman empire: a map of the Mediterranean territories of the nascent Islamic empire—the Umayyad caliphate—in
         the seventh and eighth centuries corresponds remarkably to the Mediterranean center of a map of the Roman world in the second
         century. In our casual acceptance of the notion that there is some critical or intrinsic division between Africa and Europe,
         we are likely to neglect just how central this southern shore of the Roman world was. But if we reexamine the stretch of North
         African coastline as it was plotted out geopolitically in the second- or third-century Roman world, and then in the eighth,
         we can see the relative inconsequence of small stretches of water such as the Strait of Gibraltar and the baylike line of
         blue between Carthage and Sicily, as well as the obvious underlying unities and orders.
      

      The Islamic transformation began to remake the entire ancient Near East, including Persia and reaching as far, already at
         the time of the Umayyads, as northwestern India. The virtue of this Arab-Islamic civilization (in this as in other things
         not so unlike the Roman) lay precisely in its being able to assimilate and even revive the rich gifts of earlier and indigenous
         cultures, some crumbling, others crumbled, even as it was itself being crafted. The range of cultural yearning and osmosis
         of the Islamic empire in this expansive moment was as great as its territorial ambitions: from the Roman spolia that would
         appear as the distinctive capitals on the columns of countless mosques to the Persian stories that would be known as The Thousand and One (or Arabian) Nights, from the corpus of translated Greek philosophical texts to the spices and silks of the farthest East. Out of their acquisitive
         confrontation with a universe of languages, cultures, and people, the Umayyads, who had come pristine out of the Arabian desert,
         defined their version of Islam as one that loved its dialogues with other traditions. This was a remarkable achievement, so remarkable in fact that some later Muslim historians accused the Umayyads of being lesser Muslims
         for it.
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      The Umayyads themselves did not survive to see the pattern of growth and acculturation they had established come to fruition,
         at least not in their adopted Syrian home. This change of leadership in the Islamic world is the beginning of our narrative
         of medieval European culture. The Abbasids, who overthrew the Umayyads in Damascus in 750, had different claims to caliphal
         legitimacy; indeed, they claimed something resembling direct descent from the Prophet, by way of the Prophet’s uncle Abbas,
         whose name became their own. But, as with other ruling groups before and since, establishing their own authority seemed to
         require eliminating rival, and especially previous, claimants, which is why they massacred the Umayyads at their family estate
         in Rusafa and abandoned Damascus. The capital of the Abbasid Islamic empire was moved away from the Mediterranean basin to
         Iraq, which had been the center of the Abbasids’ support and armies. Baghdad, the circular “City of Peace,” resembling nothing
         so much as a fortress, was made the new capital, and the familiar setting of many of The Arabian Nights. The sole survivor of the massacre at Rusafa, Abd al-Rahman, went west and became the first of the Umayyads in a place we
         too often relegate to being a “corner” of Europe but which became Europe’s veritable center for centuries thereafter.
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      The Iberian Peninsula, much like the rest of post-Roman Europe in the eighth century, was a culturally and materially dreary
         place. Rome had governed there for nearly six hundred years, beginning about 200 B.C.E., when it followed in a long line of
         Mediterranean settlers and cultures—Phoenicians, Carthaginians, and Greeks. During the years of both republic and empire,
         Hispania flourished from the material and cultural benefits of the 
         Romans and sent native sons to the centers of power and into the annals of Latin letters. But that became a distant memory—or,
         rather, something like no memory at all—forgotten during the long period that in European history is most paradigmatically
         the age of “barbarians.” The cataclysmic upheavals, the pan-European migrations of the Germanic tribes, in the third and fourth
         centuries C.E., led to the decline and, if not the fall of the Roman empire, at least the loss of both the civil order and the long-term
         continuity from classical Greece that constituted the heart of our cultural heritage. Rome had replaced Greece in part by
         self-consciously absorbing Greek culture and history and by building its own civilization on the foundations of its ennobling
         predecessor, with whom it had a naturally rivalrous relationship.
      

      The collapse of Rome’s northern and eastern frontiers and the assumption of power by various Germanic tribes ruptured Europe’s
         connection with its own cultural past, an event that would shape the West’s consciousness of itself. Among the tribes that
         dismantled and then resettled what had once been the Roman empire, the Visigoths played a notorious role. This tribe, infamous
         for the sack of Rome in 410, eventually ended as the overlords of the former province of Hispania, although not without centuries
         of destructive battling over the territory with the Vandals and then among themselves. As elsewhere among the ruins of the
         Roman empire, and among the mobile Germanic tribes, Christianity was rather imperfectly adopted, from the perspective of the
         Catholic (“Universal”) Church. Not until 589 did the Visigoths join the Roman Church, disavowing their own deviant version
         of Christianity. Although there were important Church seats in Visigothic Hispania, Toledo notable among them, paganism was
         far from unknown throughout the countryside, where the once Romanized rural population had little to do with either Visigoths
         or Christianity, and where the Jewish communities that had arrived with the Romans lived in nearly enslaved squalor.
      

      
         The bright lights during the long twilight that had begun in the fifth century were few and far between, and a lonely figure
         like Isidore of Seville stood out conspicuously: a notable churchman, he understood the extent to which some sort of Christian
         order had to fill the terrible vacuum left by the collapse of Roman civil institutions. His most revealing and influential
         political work, In Praise of Spain, was an attempt to bring the ruling Visigoths into the fold of the cultural continuum that they had ruptured by conceiving
         their history as a continuation of the Romans’ own. Much more famous is Isidore’s still quite readable masterpiece, the Etymologies, an unrivaled intellectual effort during those centuries to preserve and transmit the tattered remains of the knowledge of
         the ancient world to the still uncertain future. Despite Isidore’s brave attempts to make the Visigoths out to be a regime
         worthy of the Roman succession, they were not remotely up to it. As a result there was very little center to hold when, shortly
         after the turn of the eighth century, the next wave of conqueror-immigrants came knocking forcefully on the door.
      

      Like the Romans long before and the Germanic tribes more recently, the Muslims were seduced by the fat and nearly round peninsula
         that hangs at the western end of the Mediterranean. Hispania was ripe for the picking, since the Visigothic kingdom that the
         newly minted Muslims from North Africa coveted, and then rather easily overran and settled, was all the things one might expect
         from hundreds of years of civil discontinuity: politically unstable, religiously and ethnically fragmented, culturally debilitated.
         Even the Christian mythology surrounding the events of 711, stories elaborated many centuries later to tell how the old Christian
         Spain had been lost to the Muslims, hinged on the utter political disarray, moral corruption, and decadence of the last of
         the Visigothic kings. By the time Abd al-Rahman arrived, less than fifty years after the first Muslim armies had ventured
         across the Strait of Gibraltar, nearly all the formerly 
         Visigothic territories as far north as Narbonne, in Aquitaine, had been taken over by Muslims. When the Umayyad prince surveyed
         this place where he was bound to live out his life in political exile, he must have known that there would be no returning
         to his native land. This land where he had ended up would be only what he managed to make of it. Yet he could feel sanguine
         that it had nowhere to go but up, and that he might well make its barren and ruined landscape thrive and bear new fruit.
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      Over the course of the subsequent three hundred years until roughly the turn of the first millennium as it was calculated
         in the Christian calendar, the sort of political order and cultural flourishing that had once graced Roman Hispania returned
         to the peninsula. The Muslims never took and held the entire peninsula, however, and Christian outposts clung to the mountainous
         regions of the northwest Atlantic coast and the Pyrenees. Yet although the scattered Christian settlements there led to occasional
         skirmishing along its frontiers, the political history of the Cordobÿn state is amazingly even. Its very stability might well
         make it boring to anyone other than an enthusiast: one emir ruling for decades after the next, one addition to the Great Mosque
         of Cordoba after the next, one damned thing after another, as someone once wittily defined history itself. But within the
         stability of the long reigns and orderly successions of Abd alRahman’s sons, grandsons, and great-grandsons, other kinds of
         revolutions occurred. There was a vast economic revival: the population increased, not just in the invigorated and ever more
         cosmopolitan cities, but even in the once decimated countryside, where the introduction of new crops and new techniques, including
         irrigation, made agriculture a prosperous concern; and the pan-Mediterranean trade and travel routes that had helped maintain
         Roman prosperity, and which were vital for cultural contacts and continuities, were reconfigured and expanded.
      

      
         Al-Andalus fattened and bloomed with a distinctive identity. The original armies, and the settlers they became or brought
         with them, had been relatively few compared with the peninsula’s population at the time. The newcomers, with their new languages,
         new customs, and new religion, constituted perhaps one percent of the overall population in the first generation of conquest
         and settlement. Like Abd al-Rahman, they were already an ethnic mix, part Arab and mostly Berber. Within a few generations,
         a vigorous rate of conversion to Islam from among the great variety of older ethnic groups, and from the Christian and pagan
         populations, made the Andalusian Muslim community not only vastly larger, but one of thoroughly intermarried and intermixed
         ethnic and cultural origins. Whereas the Visigoths, distinguished primarily by their ethnicity, had remained a minority of
         outsiders during their several hundred years of dominance of Hispania, the Muslims were members of several different ethnic
         groups. As with the Christians before them, the Muslims’ distinctive power and authority resided in a faith to which conversion
         was not only possible but desirable and encouraged, pragmatically coerced by the range of civil advantages to any Muslim,
         whether he had converted the day before or descended from the most prestigious Bedouin tribe, the Quraysh of the Prophet himself.
         And convert the population did, in droves.
      

      The convergence of mixed ethnicity and a religion of converts meant that the ancestors of a Muslim from Cordoba in the year
         900 (let alone another two hundred or four hundred years later) were as likely to be Hispano-Roman as Berber, or some measure
         of each, perhaps with smaller dollops of either Syrian-Arab or Visigothic, these latter two having always been the smaller
         but politically dominant groups. It was of course the height of prestige to be able to claim, as many would over the years,
         that one was descended from the original small group of desert Arabs who had first trekked out of the Arabian peninsula or
         from the Syrians who had led the earliest westward 
         expeditions. Arabness was the most aristocratic feature of ancestry one could want, and Syrian-Arabness was the venerable
         paternal line of Andalusian culture, both literally and figuratively. But even the emirs, and then their children, the caliphs
         who were direct and linear descendants of Abd al-Rahman—himself half Berber and half Syrian—were nearly all children of once-Christian
         mothers from the north, and the pale skin and blue eyes of these Umayyads were regularly remarked on by eastern visitors.
      

      By the same token, all that was Arab was not necessarily Islamic. The other foundation of Andalusian culture, the Arabic language,
         spilled over the banks of its original religious riverbed and roamed beyond the exclusively religious needs of the Muslim
         community. This was, after all, the esteemed and powerful language of an empire, and was marked by its vital links to the
         rest of civilization. As far as the eye could see, and beyond, Arabic was the lingua franca of all save the barbarians—if
         not the native tongue, at least the pidgin of traders and travelers. Throughout most of the invigorated peninsula, Arabic
         was adopted as the ultimate in classiness and distinction by the communities of the other two faiths. The new Islamic polity
         not only allowed Jews and Christians to survive but, following Quranic mandate, by and large protected them, and both the
         Jewish and Christian communities in al-Andalus became thoroughly Arabized within relatively few years of Abd al-Rahman’s arrival
         in Cordoba. One of the most famous documents from this period is the lament of Alvarus of Cordoba in the mid-ninth century
         detailing the ways in which the young men of the Christian community couldn’t so much as write a simple letter in Latin but
         wrote (or aspired to write) odes in classical Arabic to rival those of the Muslims.
      

      Of course, one can see this adoption of Arabic by the dhimmi—the Arabic word for the protected “Peoples of the Book,” Jews and Christians, who share Abrahamic monotheism 
         and scripture—throughout the rest of the Islamic world. In principle, all Islamic polities were (and are) required by Quranic
         injunction not to harm the dhimmi, to tolerate the Christians and Jews living in their midst. But beyond that fundamental
         prescribed posture, al-Andalus was, from these beginnings, the site of memorable and distinctive interfaith relations. Here
         the Jewish community rose from the ashes of an abysmal existence under the Visigoths to the point that the emir who proclaimed
         himself caliph in the tenth century had a Jew as his foreign minister. Fruitful intermarriage among the various cultures and
         the quality of cultural relations with the dhimmi were vital aspects of Andalusian identity as it was cultivated over these
         first centuries. It was, in fact, part and parcel of the Umayyad particularity vis-à-vis the rest of the Islamic world. In
         929, what had been understood or believed by many since 756 was said aloud: from every mosque in al-Andalus there was read
         the declaration that Abd al-Rahman III was the true Defender of the Faith, the legitimate caliph of the whole Islamic world,
         and the religious leader of all Muslims.
      

      This full-fledged declaration of sovereignty on the part of the Andalusians—involving a great deal more than political independence,
         since it entailed the public declaration of legitimate stewardship of all Muslims, not just those of al-Andalus—revealed the
         fatal weaknesses of the Abbasid empire in this first half of the tenth century. No civilization anywhere had been more splendid
         during the previous two centuries than the Abbasids’. One of the most tenable clichés surrounding the history of Islamic civilization
         is that this was the very zenith of its accomplishment and influence, these few hundred years following the moment when the
         Abbasids deposed the Umayyads and settled into their new home in Baghdad. The effects of this adventurous and energetic culture—which,
         among other things, undertook the project of translating the Greek philosophical corpus into Arabic nearly in its entirety—did
         reach from Baghdad 
         to Cordoba, as well as to other places within its wide orbit. Despite their move inland, away from the old Roman sea to an
         ancient spot on the Tigris near where it meets the Euphrates, the Abbasids were the beneficent force of revival in the Mediterranean
         during these centuries, and quite directly responsible for the return of both material prosperity and intellectual vitality
         throughout that inland sea.
      

      Chaos in the Abbasid capital had led directly to the declaration of independence and superiority by the Andalusians, who until
         then had been reasonably content to live with the half-fiction that they were a mere province, no matter how luminous, of
         the caliphate centered in Baghdad. In 909, the center lost its hold and the almost unthinkable happened: a breakaway group
         of Shiites, who saw themselves as descendants of the murdered Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law, succeeded in taking control of
         the empire’s western provinces. In Tunis—not so far from al-Andalus—these pretenders, led by an imam who claimed direct descent
         from Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter and Ali’s wife, proclaimed their breakaway Islamic state to be the legitimate caliphate.
         From the Andalusian perspective, it had been one thing for the quite reasonably independent Umayyads to pay lip service to
         the authority of the far-off Abbasids. There had been considerable profit all around from that comfortable arrangement, and
         free and easy travel back and forth between the rival cities of Cordoba and Baghdad had helped feed the Andalusians’ insatiable
         appetites for every latest fashion from the eastern metropolis. But by the turn of the tenth century, Cordoba, which from
         the outset had a distinct sense of its own legitimacy, scarcely imagined itself a provincial capital at all.
      

      Unlike Iraq, however, where the Abbasids lived, Tunis was practically around the corner, and the Fatimids, as they were called,
         thus represented a dangerous rival for the Andalusians. It was quite another thing, then, when the Fatimids proclaimed not
         just independence but rival authority, a rival 
         claim to represent what an Islamic state was and should be. The Umayyad counterclaim, that the authentic leadership and very
         center of the Islamic world resided in Cordoba, was thus made very loudly and very publicly that day in 929 by the young Abd
         al-Rahman III, a fitting heir to his ancestor and namesake. Cordoba, and not just from the obviously prejudiced view of the
         Cordobans, was probably justified at that moment in believing it was the center of the known universe. But that public declaration,
         as satisfying as it may have been, helped trigger particularly hostile and rivalrous reactions, from both the Christian north
         and the Islamic south. Resentful rivalries would come to haunt the golden city on the Guadalquivir. But let us not go quite
         yet to the undoing of the great caliphal capital of Europe, not until we have lingered a bit in the short century of its deserved
         celebrity.
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      Cordoba, by the beginning of the tenth century, was an astonishing place, and descriptions by both contemporaries and later
         historians suffer from the burden of cataloguing the wonders, much like the counting off of Don Juan’s conquests by the dozens
         and hundreds: first the astounding wealth of the caliph himself and of his capital, then the nine hundred baths and tens of
         thousands of shops, then the hundreds or perhaps thousands of mosques, then the running water from aqueducts, and the paved
         and well-lit streets … The cultivated nun Hroswitha of Gandersheim was involved enough in the diplomatic and social circles
         of the court of Otto I that she wrote a glowing account of the Muslim city based on her conversations with one of the emissaries
         to Otto’s court sent by the caliph Abd al-Rahman in 955. “The brilliant ornament of the world shone in the west, a noble city
         newly known for the military prowess that its Hispanic colonizers had brought, Cordoba was its name and it was wealthy and
         famous and known for its pleasures and resplendent 
         in all things, and especially for its seven streams of wisdom [the trivium and quadrivium] and as much for its constant victories.”
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