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[image: Three maps of the Iberian Peninsula, showing the changing territories between the eighth and mid-thirteenth centuries, and highlighting the decline of Al-Andalus. Al-Andalus is shaded, in contrast to the Christian kingdoms. The first map is labelled c. 750, and shows the peninsula comprising almost completely Al-Andalus, with only Asturias in the north. The second map, c. 1000, shows Al-Andalus having lost territory in the north, with León, Pamplona, Aragon, and the County of Barcelona visible. The third map, c. 1250, shows Al-Andalus remaining only in a small region in the south around Granada, with León and Castile established across the peninsula. ]
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A Note on Names


During the medieval period itself, there was no consistency in the use of names across diverse sources. Over the following centuries, names were often changed further, and texts in different languages also used local forms of the same names. Therefore, the names of Rodrigo and Jimena, and even of Rodrigo’s horse, occur in multiple variations in this book. I have kept the version of the name used in the sources that I cite.










Introduction: A Hero for All Seasons


A group of warriors on horseback rode swiftly north to Logroño, a town at the heart of the sparsely inhabited Rioja region in the northern part of the Iberian peninsula. They could cover a great distance without encountering any opposition. On reaching the town, they overpowered its defenders, who were no match for them, and they proceeded to pillage it. The warriors burned and looted, shedding blood as they swept through the streets and houses, destroying the town. They then devastated the rest of the region of La Rioja. These lands belonged to the Christian king Alfonso VI of Castile, who at the time (1092) was occupied waging war against the Muslims of Valencia. The army destroying King Alfonso’s lands was commanded by one of the most successful mercenaries of the age, Rodrigo (or, in the parlance of the times, Ruy) Díaz, better known to posterity as el Cid. While raiding was a common occurrence, this particular raid elicited angry condemnation from a somewhat later chronicler, the author of the twelfth-century Historia Roderici (translated by Simon Barton and Richard Fletcher): ‘Most savagely and mercilessly through all those regions did he lay waste with relentless, destructive, irreligious fire. He took huge booty, yet it was saddening even to tears. With harsh and impious devastation did he lay waste and destroy all the land aforesaid. He altogether stripped it of all its goods and wealth and riches, and took these for himself.’


What is remarkable is not that some condemned him, but that the memory of his military feats against Christians was quickly effaced and replaced by Christian adulation. Nobody could have predicted such an outcome when Rodrigo and his men ravaged La Rioja. From a modern perspective, one could easily characterize Rodrigo as a turncoat or traitor: he switched sides, from a Christian king to the Muslim ruler of Zaragoza. For he had once been in the service of the former: he had started his military career at the court of King Sancho II of Castile, where he was the head of the king’s personal military retinue; after Sancho’s death, he served the dead king’s brother, King Alfonso VI of León-Castile. His ambition and independent actions led to clashes with the king and finally to exile. He was then employed as a mercenary by successive Muslim rulers of Zaragoza. In their service, he fought against Christian princes of the peninsula. It was during this period that he led his army of warriors, consisting of Christians and Muslims from the Iberian peninsula, against the king’s lands. He took particular care to ravage those areas that were in the hands of the king’s faithful vassal García Ordóñez, because of a long-standing enmity between the two men. From his successful campaign, Rodrigo returned to the Muslim court of Zaragoza, where he was welcomed and honoured. Yet six years later, shortly before Rodrigo died, a churchman had already described him as a warrior sent by God to fight against the Muslims, and over the next two centuries he was transformed into the perfect Christian knight, and a saintly figure, celebrated as a Christian hero fighting for the faith.


Rodrigo Díaz lived in the second half of the eleventh century, at a time when the Christians of the northern part of the Iberian peninsula began to make the first inroads against the south, Muslim al-Andalus. In the final years of his life, he struck out on his own and carved out an independent principality for himself deep in Muslim al-Andalus, which after his death quickly fell to the Muslims again and had to be evacuated. Already in these last years, his legend germinated. Cluniac monks (members of a reformed Benedictine monasticism), benefiting from Rodrigo’s donations, started to transform their benefactor into a hero sent by divine providence. In subsequent centuries, the legend grew and the mythic hero el Cid – a sobriquet combining the Spanish definite article with a word derived from the Arabic sayyid, meaning ‘lord’, that he may or may not have borne in life – replaced the historical figure. The man Rodrigo died well over 900 years ago. El Cid, though many would gladly slay him, not only refuses to die but, similar to shape-shifters of ancient legend, takes new forms to satisfy the needs of every age.


How could a medieval mercenary become a hero for all seasons? Celebrated or condemned for his brutal actions in his life, he was acknowledged as a very successful warrior leader, who could reward his followers with booty. Perhaps, had he not died without a male heir, his incipient principality of Valencia even would have become a kingdom. His military achievements were certainly remarkable, yet they do not explain his many transformations in legend. How could a man fighting indiscriminately against Muslims and Christians be depicted as a Christian saviour sent by God within his own lifetime? And how could he, whose insubordination to royal commands in life led to a complete break with the king, be posthumously transformed not merely into a devout Christian motivated by his religious beliefs, but also a steadfast vassal who fought for his lord the king? In the thirteenth century, an epic poem was written about his deeds, and the Cid of the poem was a superhero: never defeated in battle, he accomplished stupendous feats, yet remained loyal to his king despite having been unjustly exiled. Later in the same century, he became a quasi-saint thanks to the imagination of the monks of San Pedro de Cardeña: his dead body led the troops to victory over the Muslims, helped by a heavenly host, and his uncorrupted body even produced a miracle. Why would medieval monks venerate a brutal warrior?


Nor did his transformation stop there. A bid in the sixteenth century to have him officially recognized as a saint by the papacy failed, but he gained international literary recognition, becoming the protagonist of many pieces, notably a play by seventeenth-century French dramatist Pierre Corneille. Of all people, it was Rodrigo who was transformed into an almost Hamlet-like hero, agonizing over opposing moral commitments. Within Spain itself, the Cid was gaining the stature of a national hero, even as society became increasingly split, eventually leading to a civil war. How is it possible that a mild-mannered academic and a military dictator both found in the Cid a model and an inspiring example? Amid growing tensions in Spanish society in the early twentieth century, the historian Ramón Menéndez Pidal found in the Cid the hero who was to give hope to and unite Spaniards, an incarnation of Spain’s special national character, whose example would mobilize the entire population. The Spanish military dictator Franco also saw him as the ‘spirit of Spain’ and himself as a modern-day Cid. He used his version of the Cid not just to divide, foisting his brand of Catholic Castilian supremacy on all, but to legitimize mass murder, waging what he saw as a crusade against Republicans. Emerging victorious from the civil war, Franco turned the Cid into an exemplar, part of compulsory education in schools and at the military academy. A statue of the Cid, sword drawn, beard flying, was erected in the Castilian city of Burgos. Projecting a legitimizing image to an international audience, the well-known film starring Charlton Heston was also produced in Franco’s Spain.


It may seem logical that after this twentieth-century legacy the far right would carry on evoking the Cid in racist hate speech and hail him as their righteous precursor in the clash of civilizations. Yet it is much harder to explain why the very same legacy did not deter those who embrace multiculturalism from taking up the Cid as a representative of medieval Spanish convivencia, a leader who lived together with Muslims, an emblem of the peaceful coexistence of people of different faiths. The Cid became both a model for the far right and the symbol of multiculturalism. Children’s books, including one by British author Geraldine McCaughrean, also retell the tale of the ideal knight. He is a hero to people from diverse backgrounds, who hold opposing values and ideologies; people from opposite ends of the political spectrum have lionized him. The 1961 movie El Cid appealed to Francoists, but also to President John F. Kennedy, who reportedly held multiple screenings of it in the White House.


This book will trace how an eleventh-century mercenary became a world-famous star. It will explore the apparent paradoxes in the story of a medieval warrior who came to be worshipped as a saint, the embodiment of virtues and patriotism, a moralist, and the very soul of the Spanish nation. When we peel away the legends of the greatest Spanish national hero and find a man who was a successful but opportunistic and brutal warrior, we must wonder how he could enjoy such a stupendous afterlife, how he can be a hero for people of all political persuasions.


Today, the Camino del Cid takes tourists to the supposed scenes of his exploits across Spain. Modelled on the famous pilgrimage route, the Camino del Santiago, this road of well over a thousand kilometres meanders to 365 places mentioned in the thirteenth-century epic poem about the Cid. We need to pursue a different, but no less meandering, route, if we seek to understand the Cid’s real achievements and his afterlife. This road will take us through time, to the individuals and communities that created and fostered his cult. For legendary heroes do not emerge spontaneously: we need to understand the agency of those who created the hero from the man and continued to invest him with diverse meanings. People who participated in this process benefited in varied ways – from financial profit to gaining legitimacy – from the ascendence of the hero they helped make. As we follow this trail, we shall see how the historical figure was swathed in layers of legend; we shall encounter the many faces of el Cid; and discover who lionized him and why in the centuries after his death.


The source material on the Cid spans many centuries. While the greater the distance from Rodrigo’s lifetime the less reliable narrative accounts become, none of them is fully trustworthy; all were composed for a reason, and that aim strongly determined how he would be portrayed. While none can be blindly followed to reconstruct the historical Rodrigo, all give valuable clues to how the Cid was constructed.


The story of el Cid is worthy of the pen of Tolkien, the stuff of legend and of men larger than life. There is thus a quiet irony in the fact that it is a woman who writes this account of the medieval superman; a successful military adventurer in life, and a paragon of supposed manly virtues in death. Women were largely written out of the Cid’s life; present only as marginal characters, important only in so far as they were connected to him. Men composed his panegyric, men embraced his legend and marched in his name. Time, then, to redress the balance.


Why is this story still important in the twenty-first century? Through it, we can understand not merely significant aspects of Spain’s history, but also the process of historical legend-making, from the Middle Ages to modern populist politics. These legends are much more pervasive in our lives than real historical knowledge, and have disproportionately influenced people, who often do not even realize how large the gap can be between history itself and the shifting, constantly changing legend that claims to be history. In the case of Rodrigo Díaz, when we scrape away the legends we find a man who lived in a period that cannot be encapsulated by easy judgements revolving around ‘a clash of civilizations’ or ‘good’ confronting ‘bad’. We must understand the complexity of the times, when people fought against each other, then cooperated with their erstwhile enemies, to then turn against them once more; a period when people used arguments based on religion to justify warfare, but also ignored these arguments to just as easily wage war against co-religionists or ally with supposed religious foes. As with all good stories, moreover, that of the Cid’s transformations makes us think about and question what it is that makes us human. What is it that appeals to us in military deeds, and why do we insist on transforming the most unsuitable individuals into heroes?
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Blood and Gold: The Times


The historical Rodrigo can only be understood in the context of his own times. Cleansed of legends, the defining thread in his life was his military prowess. The precise nature of his abilities will be incomprehensible without reckoning with the era he lived in, a time of war and instability. Men won booty and land through warfare, but the fighting was opportunistic, and religious justifications of war between Christians and Muslims coexisted with pragmatic decisions that disregarded the religious divide. How did such a society come into being? At the time of Rodrigo’s birth, the Iberian peninsula, which probably had no more than about four million inhabitants, was divided between a small and poor Christian north and a prosperous Muslim south. That situation was the outcome of a military conquest in the early eighth century: the Visigothic kingdom, which was one of the successor states of the Roman empire, was defeated and conquered between 711 and 715 by Arab-led Berber troops.


Although under Muslim leadership, many of the conquerors were only nominally Muslim at the time. A fully Islamicized society emerged in the Iberian peninsula after the conquest. Many of the local inhabitants converted to Islam or at least accommodated to living under Muslim rule. Muslim Iberia, called al-Andalus, was born. Initially, it was a part of the Umayyad Caliphate, an Islamic empire whose centre was in Syria. After the Umayyads – an Arab dynasty – were deprived of power in Damascus, one member of the dynasty, ʿAbd al-Rahman, managed to escape to the Iberian peninsula in 756 and turned al-Andalus into a politically independent emirate, with its capital in Córdoba. His dynasty ruled there for centuries, and his namesake ʿAbd al-Rahman III declared himself caliph (a term that designated the highest political authority) in 929. Over time, they fashioned a prosperous realm. This prosperity was based on agricultural and craft production and trade. A crucial commodity in this trade were slaves, including Slavic people traded from Eastern Europe, castrated in al-Andalus, and sold on as eunuchs in the Muslim world. At its inception, al-Andalus covered the peninsula with the exception of the northern fringe. That northern part was of no interest to the conquerors on account of its poor climate and terrain and was therefore quickly abandoned. Local populations started to organize there in the mountainous regions, eventually leading to the formation of the first Christian kingdom in Asturias.


The rulers of al-Andalus exercised the usual Islamic policy of the times towards Christians. ‘People of the Book’, including Christians and Jews, were not to be compelled to convert to Islam. They were able to continue their life as protected minorities, in exchange for the payment of a special tax, and constrained by certain rules, such as the prohibition against Christian men marrying Muslim women. Dhimmi, as such protected minorities were called, were not to display signs of their religion openly, nor wear clothing used by Muslims, bear arms or claim superiority over those who professed Islam. At the same time, these communities could be governed by their own laws, and enjoyed the protection that Islamic law provided for their property and person. Nonetheless, both Islam, as the religion of the victors, and socio-economic possibilities only available for Muslims exerted such strong attraction that conversion took off within a few generations. According to one hypothesis, only around 8 per cent of the population consisted of Muslims by 800, but this jumped to 50 per cent by 950 and to 75 per cent by 1000. Alarmed by the conversion of their fellow Christians, some ecclesiastics in the 850s mounted a dramatic public opposition to assimilation by seeking martyrdom. They openly blasphemed Islam, for example by stating publicly that Muhammad was languishing in hell for having misled the Arabs, in the knowledge that such a deed entailed the death penalty.


The ensuing movement of the so-called Martyrs of Córdoba resulted in the execution of at least forty-eight Christians, mostly ecclesiastics, within a decade. According to the account of their deaths, such executions involved the flogging of the victim, in some cases the cutting off of hands and feet, decapitation and the crucifixion of the body. Emulating early Christian martyrs, those voluntarily going to their death wanted to convince their co-religionists of the superiority of Christianity. Yet they could not turn back the tide. Although large numbers of Mozarabs (as the Christians of al-Andalus were called) emigrated to the northern, Christian regions, and not everyone converted to Islam, many did. Furthermore, the culture of the Christians who remained was not based on segregation, but, rather, was progressively arabicized. The local vernacular Romance languages incorporated Arabic words, thousands of which are still present in Spanish today, including ajedrez (chess), azúcar (sugar), hazaña (feat) and berenjena (aubergine). New technologies and crafts were introduced. So was Arabic-language science and literature, which included the translations of many works from classical antiquity, the Greek originals of which had been lost and were unknown by Europeans.


At the same time, however, the political development of the northern Christian fringe continued. In the ninth century, a king came to power in Pamplona, in an area that was contested between the emirate of Córdoba and the Frankish rulers. The kingdom of Pamplona eventually became an independent realm. During the ninth and tenth centuries, local populations, along with those who fled from the conquerors, created new Christian kingdoms that slowly incorporated lands – from which central authority had disappeared in the eighth and ninth centuries – up to the River Duero. By the eleventh century, the kingdoms of Aragón, Castile and León all appeared on the political scene. This process was anything but smooth: territories merged and divided, siblings jostled for power, rulers tried to impose their authority on weaker neighbours. Therefore the counties and kingdoms of the northern part of the peninsula were unstable and were continuously reshaped by the military might of Christian rulers as well as by happenstance. For example, for a while in 914 the kingdom of Galicia ceased to exist as an independent realm because its ruler, Ordoño II, inherited the throne of the more prestigious León upon the death of his elder brother García, and integrated Galicia into the kingdom of León. When Ordoño himself died ten years later, his younger brother, Fruela II, up to then king of Asturias, united Ordoño’s domains and his own, and thus the enlarged kingdom of León gobbled up these formerly independent realms. Yet kingdoms were just as easily broken apart again.


Until the early eleventh century, the key determinant of the fortunes of northern Christians, however, was the strength of Muslim al-Andalus. The instability caused by Andalusi rebellions sporadically allowed for some expansion of the borders of Christian realms, but as long as al-Andalus remained under the rule of one caliph, the northern kingdoms were able to expand into marginal areas at best, rather than conquer significant territories from the Muslims. At worst, they suffered Muslim raids and were forced to become client states: for example, King Vermudo II of León paid annual tribute for protection by Muslim troops, and when he tried to break that arrangement in 987, several of his towns were sacked. The last decades of the tenth century were dominated by the feared al-Manṣūr (‘the victorious’), known to the English-speaking world as Almanzor. He started life as Abu ʿĀmir Muḥammad ibn ʿAbdullāh ibn Abi ʿĀmir al-Maʿafiri, and became a leading figure at the caliph’s court at Córdoba, holding several important positions and eventually securing de facto rulership. He was all-powerful as long as he lived and a permanent threat to the northern Christians: between 977 and 1002 he conducted fifty-six campaigns against the Christians in the north and reconquered the small gains they had made in previous generations. One of his notable deeds was the sacking of Santiago de Compostela in 997, carrying off the church doors and bells to Córdoba. A later Christian chronicler was keen to reassure his readers that such an enemy reaped everlasting punishment: ‘after many dreadful defeats of the Christians, Almanzor was snatched away by the Devil (who had taken possession of him during his lifetime) . . . and buried in Hell.’


The balance of power between al-Andalus and the northern kingdoms, however, began to shift in the first half of the eleventh century. Al-Manṣūr had sidelined the caliph, turning him into a figurehead, which soon destabilized al-Andalus. Al-Manṣūr’s older son inherited his father’s position and power, but when he died, his heir – his younger brother – was soon murdered. Political instability grew, with army leaders, administrators and local strongmen undermining central authority in order to carve out power for themselves. The Christians of the north were beginning to awaken to the new possibilities to acquire riches and land. Already in 1009, when a Berber revolt broke out in Córdoba, the Castilian count Sancho Garcés briefly allied with the rebels to regain forts in the Duero valley that he had previously lost to al-Manṣūr.


In 1031, Hisham III, the last Umayyad caliph of al-Andalus, was overthrown: he had attempted to buttress the caliph’s already weakened central power by raising taxes, which proved to be his undoing. Conspirators from the elite unseated Hisham and murdered his military chief (vizier). Hisham managed to escape from his prison, but had to flee and was never able to regain power. The Muslim south fragmented into small kingdoms, called the taifas, a term that comes from the Arabic ṭā’ifa, meaning party or faction. Often, the term ‘petty kings’ is used in English to describe the result of the shattering of central power. After 1031, thirty-three taifas emerged; they were to all intents and purposes city-states under their own rulers, with their own hinterlands. Army generals and provincial governors of the former caliphate, as well as members of the local elites, were among these new taifa rulers. Many of the smaller and weaker ones were eventually conquered by a stronger nearby leader; thus the taifa of Sevilla incorporated a dozen of its less fortunate neighbours in the 1040s and 1050s.


Although politically fragmented, economically al-Andalus still represented a reservoir of riches and prestige objects – such as luxury textiles, ceramics and ivory caskets – to the Christians of the north. The new inhabitants of the south had turned even arid wasteland into a cultivated paradise by constructing irrigation systems with canals and waterwheels, the noria, that lift water into aqueducts. Those on rivers were very large, 15−20 m in diameter; the remains of a few can still be seen in Spain to this day, such as the one in Córdoba on the Guadalquivir river. Watermills were also used; a small mill from the tenth century was found in Valencia. The Arab conquerors introduced the cultivation of diverse fruits and vegetables that had not been grown in the peninsula before, such as orange and lemon, fig and watermelon, pomegranate and almond, rice, aubergine and artichoke, and spices such as nutmeg, cloves and cinnamon. Craftsmen produced fabled metalwork, such as Toledo steel, ivories, textiles, including silk garments, leatherwork, such as cordovan, and glass. A renowned maker of astrolabes, astronomical instruments used to calculate the position of celestial bodies, was active in Toledo in 1067. The only place to manufacture paper in Europe at the time was also in al-Andalus: there is evidence of a papermill at Xàtiva at least from the middle of the twelfth century. The towns of al-Andalus far surpassed those found in western Christendom: Córdoba’s population reached approximately 100,000 in the tenth century, a size only matched by cities such as Venice or Florence in Catholic Europe around 1300. Even then, 20,000 inhabitants denoted a large city in Latin Christendom. These Muslim cities were not only distinguished by their size from those in Christian realms; a rich urban culture also flourished in al-Andalus, with communities of scholars and physicians, a varied population and a spectacular built environment that included baths and mosques. These towns were linked by trade to places as far away as Baghdad, Cairo and India.


After its fall, al-Andalus was remembered as an earthly paradise. Indeed, a holiday in the region today − seeing the remnants of once sumptuous palaces, hearing the soothing trickle of water fountains and smelling the sweet orange blossoms − produces a similar impression on modern visitors. So it must also have seemed to the northerners when they came face to face with a material civilization so much richer than their own. This is evident in the flow of Andalusi goods to the north. Moreover, cultural borrowing did not merely affect those local inhabitants who stayed in al-Andalus after the conquest. Some innovations reached the north, where, in the late tenth century, we find the first evidence of Europeans adapting Arabic numbers. The scribe of the so-called Codex Vigilanus at the monastery of San Martín de Albelda in the kingdom of Pamplona carefully traced the numbers from one to nine, copying them right to left in the fashion of Arabic script, praising the ingenuity of the inhabitants of India who invented them. The northerners, however, were primarily interested in plundering the earthly paradise of al-Andalus.


While political fragmentation weakened Muslim al-Andalus, the Christian north was in flux, too. Instability there was driven by a hunger for riches, its rulers eyeing any land in their vicinity, be it Christian or Muslim, for potential plunder or conquest. The most successful Christian kings now started to exploit their weaker Muslim counterparts more systematically, while their warriors were eager for easy booty. This political mosaic provided the perfect backdrop to what the historian Angus MacKay called a protection racket. Warriors from the north were able to conduct lightning raids into the south, destroying the intricate irrigation system that kept the economy flourishing, burning trees and crops and taking animals and captives back north. Serious damage could be inflicted very rapidly, but to repair it, to replant trees and reconstruct canals, took a long time. Although in the tenth century the Córdoban caliphate had set up a line of round watchtowers, at about 40-km intervals – some of which, such as that at Atalaya de El Vellón, still survive – these were insufficient to protect the taifa territories. So were local castles and village fortifications that appeared in response to Christian raids starting in the eleventh century. To avoid such destruction, therefore, Muslim rulers soon placed themselves under the protection of Christian kings and paid them in gold to avoid raids. Initially, plunder and tribute payments from the taifas, rather than territorial gains, were in the sights of the Christian rulers. But by the second half of the eleventh century, gaining wealth and self-confidence, some began to conquer territories from the Muslims.


Around the time of our protagonist Rodrigo Díaz’s birth, one ruler was particularly successful in imposing tribute and enlarging his realm. Fernando was initially count of Castile, a frontier region of the kingdom of León (hence its name, as an area protected by forts, from the same root that gave us ‘castle’). He defeated the king of León in battle (1037) and appropriated his kingdom, styling himself King Fernando I. From the 1050s, Fernando conquered areas on the southern side of the Duero river, a region that is now part of Portugal: Lamego (1057), Viseu (1058), followed by Penalva, Travanca and encompassing the entire Beira Alta region with the conquest of Coímbra (1064). In this way, territorial expansion at the expense of al-Andalus began in earnest. Fernando also started to raid across the frontier into the rich neighbouring taifas, Toledo, Zaragoza and Badajoz, and in 1063 he even breached the territory of the taifa of Sevilla. As one text described it, King Fernando rode into Muslim territory, depopulated the lands of the barbarians and burned many farms. All these Muslim rulers agreed to pay him tribute, the so-called parias, to escape from such raids. Power relations between north and south, therefore, started to be reversed, with the northern Christian rulers gaining the upper hand.


According to the traditional view, this was part of an ideologically driven war to reconquer Christian lands. It has often been repeated that either directly after the Arab-Berber conquest (711–715), itself misleadingly designated as a ‘Muslim’ conquest, or sometime later, the Christian inhabitants of the peninsula rallied to regain all the lands taken from them, and, through a series of military campaigns called the Reconquest, or Reconquista in Spanish, finally achieved that aim in the thirteenth century, with the exception of Granada. The eleventh century is often seen as the true start of the Reconquest in practice. Because of some successes of northern Christian territorial expansion at the expense of al-Andalus, such an explanation of events may be tempting, yet it seriously distorts the historical processes. While it is true that Christian political power eventually replaced Muslim domination, the process that led to that change was complicated and haphazard; nor was a clear-cut ideology of ‘Reconquest’ motivating Christians during the lifetime of Rodrigo.


Eleventh-century Christian rulers of the peninsula were more likely to die as a result of hostilities with fellow Christians than fighting against Muslims. Vermudo III of León, for example, had to flee in 1034 when Sancho III of Pamplona occupied his throne, and after briefly returning to power he then died in battle in 1037, defending himself against his brother-in-law, Fernando of Castile. The same Fernando killed his own brother García Sánchez III of Pamplona (who had fought alongside him against Vermudo III) in battle in 1054, and extended the realm of León-Castile. Sancho IV, king of Pamplona, provides another example: he was assassinated in 1076, pushed off a cliff while hunting, allegedly due to a plot led by his brother Ramón and his sister Ermesinda. Warfare was clearly not restricted to hostilities against ‘religious enemies’. Further, Christian kings were more than happy to take advantage of their co-religionists’ weakness, even if the latter were fighting against Muslims. For example, Fernando I was forced to abandon his campaign against the Muslim taifa of Toledo when he was attacked by the Christian king Sancho Garcés IV of Pamplona in 1058. The opportunistic nature of territorial conquest is also revealed by the aftermath of Sancho IV’s death: Sancho Ramírez I of Aragón and Alfonso VI of León-Castile invaded the kingdom of Pamplona and partitioned it.


Alliances cross-cutting the Christian–Muslim confessional divide sprung up as well. Each and every ruler wanted to gain territory and had reason to fear their neighbours, irrespective of their religious adhesion. Therefore allies were sought wherever they could be found, based on momentary common political interest rather than religion, and so Christians and Muslims frequently fought together against other Christian–Muslim confederacies. The death of Ramiro I of Aragón in 1063 is a case in point. He was killed in the Battle of Graus, which is often cited in traditional historical works as a battle of the Reconquest. Yet in fact he fought against a Castilian–Muslim coalition led by his nephew Sancho II of Castile, rather than against Muslims to reconquer land. Another of the many examples comes from the 1080s, when the Muslim ruler of Játiva, a tributary of the taifa of Valencia, refused to pay or recognize the newly installed al-Qādir of Valencia. This provided a welcome opportunity for the taifa king of Denia and Tortosa; with the help of Catalan warriors led by one Guirart el Romano, he protected Játiva from al-Qādir’s retaliation, and brought it under his own control. There were many other cases when Christian warriors assisted one Muslim ruler against another, to expand or protect their realm.


Moreover, pillaging was both a frequent occurrence and a way of making a living. In these activities, Christian warriors did not confine themselves to al-Andalus. Saints’ lives and chronicles detail stories of how livestock was seized by Christian raiders from Christian villages or monasteries and even sold off to the Muslims south of the border. Yet warriors who could direct their plundering activities against Muslims were saved from both the opprobrium of ecclesiastical writers and the possible revenge of the looted populations.


The more immediate events that set the scene for the story of the Cid unfolded in the wake of Fernando I’s death in 1065. According to the king’s testament, his lands were divided between his three sons, creating three kingdoms: the eldest, Sancho II, inherited Castile; Alfonso VI, León; and García II, Galicia. They also inherited the right to collect parias (tribute) from various taifas: Sancho from Zaragoza, Alfonso from Toledo and García from Badajoz and Sevilla. However, war soon broke out between the brothers. While the accounts of the exact sequence of events vary, the outcome is well-attested. García, defeated by his brothers, was exiled to the taifa of Sevilla. Next, Sancho imprisoned Alfonso; however, he was released after one of their sisters, Urraca, interceded for him and he went into exile in the taifa of Toledo. Sancho II was not content with these conquests and besieged his sister Urraca’s fortress of Zamora. After successfully defeating two kings, why would he have quailed before snatching a coveted fort from his sister? Yet, at the siege of Zamora, Sancho II was killed by an assassin. Writing some decades later, a chronicler attributed the deed to ‘a knight of great courage’ from Zamora, who transfixed the king with a spear from behind. Later legend has it that one of Urraca’s nobles tricked Sancho. By claiming to have switched sides, not an uncommon occurrence in the period, and under the guise of showing him a weak spot to take the city, he lured Sancho away from his men and murdered the king while he was relieving himself. Alfonso VI returned from exile and stepped into his brother’s shoes as king of León-Castile. Although we have no evidence of his complicity in the murder, legends from the thirteenth century onwards began to link his name with the event that he certainly benefited from. He definitely imprisoned his brother García to prevent him from reclaiming the kingdom of Galicia.


This enlarged kingdom of León-Castile was the most significant of the Christian kingdoms by the later eleventh century. Moreover, while indiscriminate fighting against both Muslims and Christians was ongoing, King Alfonso VI of León-Castile also nourished a desire to be emperor of all Hispania, a title he started to use in 1077. According to the Historia silense, written in the first third of the twelfth century, which chronicled the history of Alfonso VI’s family, Alfonso was already bemoaning the fate of the Visigothic kingdom during the period of his exile in Muslim Toledo. The chronicle uses a range of words to denote Muslims, and claims that although Alfonso enjoyed the hospitality of the ‘barbarians’ and was held in the highest regard by the ‘Saracens’ so that he was able to walk around Toledo at will, he lamented how the once Christian city could be sacked by ‘pagans’. Once in power, he increased the number of taifa rulers under his protection who had to pay him parias, even attacking Granada at the southern tip of the peninsula to bend its ruler to his will. He was helped in this endeavour by the military leader of the taifa of Sevilla.


The memoirs of the ruler of Granada, ʿAbd Allāh, which are full of colourful stories, describe how Alfonso VI became involved in extorting money from him. While we cannot determine these stories’ exact veracity, they do give us a flavour of the times. Hearing of hostilities in al-Andalus, Alfonso VI sent his envoy to the taifa ruler, demanding tribute. ʿAbd Allāh refused, since he felt secure; Sevilla, another taifa state’s territory, lay between him and Alfonso, which would serve as a buffer. He did not believe that a Muslim ruler could become an ally of Alfonso against another Muslim. However, Ibn ʾAmmār, vizier of the taifa of Sevilla, saw an opportunity, because he wanted to conquer Granada for himself. He promised Alfonso VI’s envoy that the king would receive not merely the 20,000 dinars a year from Granada that he had asked for, but 50,000. Moreover, he offered help so that Alfonso could take Granada, in exchange for gold. Alfonso and Ibn ʾAmmār cooperated to build a fortress from which troops could harass Granada, and ʿAbd Allāh regretted not having accepted Alfonso’s terms. Ibn ʾAmmār continued to intrigue against Granada with Alfonso, giving the latter significant amounts of gold coin and promising more. According to ʿAbd Allāh, this awakened Alfonso’s greed as well as his cunning, but he had no intention of helping one Muslim ruler gain an important city from another, since either could use it as a base against Alfonso.


ʿAbd Allāh claimed in his memoirs that Alfonso knew he would not be able to conquer Granada outright: it would not surrender without a fight, and so he would have to spend large amounts of money and wage a long war to try to take it. Even then, were he able to conquer it, since the locals hated him he would not be able to hold the city without substantial numbers of troops stationed there. Therefore, he would be better off simply exploiting the hostilities between the Muslim rulers, drawing as much revenue as he possibly could from both sides: from one by the promise of an alliance, from the other by assurances of protection. This way, they would both lose their wealth and be exhausted by fighting each other, and their territories would ultimately fall into his lap. Alfonso proceeded to demand 50,000 mithqāls from ʿAbd Allāh, the equivalent of 212.5 kg of gold, in exchange for his protection. After prolonged and difficult negotiations, ʿAbd Allāh managed to reduce the amount to just over half of what had been demanded. In addition, he had precious carpets, textiles and vases collected, giving them to Alfonso as a gift. This was just the beginning, as ʿAbd Allāh also had to promise to pay 10,000 mithqāls a year in tribute to Alfonso.


Whether we want to believe that ʿAbd Allāh had a special insight into Alfonso’s psychological make-up, or think he just attributed the meanest motives to an adversary, the benefits that Alfonso (and other Christian rulers) gained in this period are beyond any doubt. Immense riches flowed to them, in the form of gold coins and luxury items. A chronicler described how the taifa ruler of Toledo gave a vast amount of gold and silver and precious garments to Fernando I to stop him from attacking his lands. The payment of tribute is also described in detail in a treaty from 1073 between the taifa of Zaragoza and Sancho IV of Navarra. It specified the payment of a yearly tribute of 12,000 mancusos (gold dinars) by the taifa ruler, in exchange for military aid against Muslims and Christians alike. The Christian kings of the peninsula used these treasures to pay their troops, erect fortifications and purchase siege engines, pay for experts who provided military technology and reward members of their household and followers. They also endowed religious institutions such as monasteries and churches, hoping to secure the salvation of their soul. Reliquaries made of precious metal housed the remains of saints; caskets and crucifixes made of ivory and jewel-encrusted liturgical objects adorned the churches. One text refers to Fernando I furnishing a newly built church with silver, gold, gemstones and silk hangings. Some of the parias collected by Fernando I in the last years of his life, and after his death, by Alfonso VI, flowed to the monastery of Cluny in Burgundy, paying for masses for the king’s soul; an annual gift of a thousand gold coins that surpassed in value all the other income of the monastery.


The Christian kings were frequently beneficiaries of Muslim infighting. Plotting to take territories from other Muslim rulers, taifa kings repeatedly included Christian monarchs in their schemes. These dynamics led Yahya al-Qādir, grandson and heir of Yahya ibn Ismail al-Mamūn, taifa ruler of Toledo, to turn to Alfonso VI, a friend and ally of his grandfather, for help when faced with a revolt a few years after inheriting the throne. Al-Mamūn had welcomed Alfonso at the time of the king’s exile when his brother Sancho had wrested power from him. Once on the throne, Alfonso became the protector of the taifa of Toledo in exchange for parias. Al-Qādir was only able to provide this tribute by squeezing his own subjects. Increasingly unpopular, al-Qādir faced revolts, which he countered by ceding yet more tribute as well as frontier forts to Alfonso, thereby descending into a vicious cycle that only benefited the Christian king. Moreover, Alfonso’s troops, maintaining al-Qādir’s rule, gained a permanent foothold within the taifa of Toledo. When, in 1084, al-Qādir once again requested his help, Alfonso intervened in a novel way. Whether at his own initiative, or in response to al-Qādir’s request to be transferred to Valencia, Alfonso decided to take Toledo and attach it to his realm. This decision was doubtless prompted by the city’s great symbolic significance as the capital of the former Visigothic kingdom. Those opposed to al-Qādir resisted a handover, but Alfonso surrounded the city, cutting off its food supply. Toledo tried to seek help from other taifas but ultimately surrendered in 1085. Alfonso transferred al-Qādir from Toledo to the taifa of Valencia and annexed the territory of Toledo to his own kingdom.


This unprecedented move sent shock waves through al-Andalus. According to ʿAbd Allāh, Alfonso had a plan to squeeze all the taifas in a similar manner until they fell into his hands. Ibn al-Kardabūs’s history of al-Andalus, the Kitāb al-Iktifā, written in the last decades of the twelfth century, claimed that ‘the tyrant Alfonso’ was so consumed by pride that he found all who walked the earth contemptible, and in his delirium of grandeur called himself emperor. So Alfonso’s posthumous press among Andalusi Muslim authors was certainly extremely negative. The other taifa rulers at the time undoubtedly shared the view that they were endangered by the expanding Christian kingdom, and those of Badajoz, Sevilla and Granada called on the aid of the Almoravids (Al-Murābiṭūn) from Morocco. The Almoravids were a Muslim dynasty originating from nomadic Berbers of Africa who had started to gain territories from the middle of the century. Their distinctive dress included a veil below the eyes for men, and they were followers of the Maliki school of law, a conservative and rigorist form of Islam.


The leader of the Almoravids, Yūsuf ibn Tāshfīn, answered the taifas’ call and unleashed a new invasion to reverse Christian successes in 1086. His army landed at Algeciras, and the troops of the taifas joined him. Alfonso VI met these armies at Sagrajas on 23 October, where his forces initially seemed to be gaining the upper hand due to their surprise attack. Nonetheless, the initial surprise gone, and the combined taifa and Almoravid armies launching their assault, Alfonso’s army was at a disadvantage, the warriors already tired from having had to cover a large distance to arrive at the battlefield, and without a plan for the battle itself. Writing a century later, Ibn Kardabūs gave much credit to the astrological knowledge of the taifa ruler of Sevilla, who, using an astrolabe, calculated Yūsuf’s horoscope, and determined the ideal place for his camp. Whether we prefer to attribute the outcome to astrology or the well-trained and disciplined Almoravid army, Alfonso suffered a spectacular defeat. He managed to escape, wounded in the leg, and ride north to organize the defence of Toledo. A Muslim chronicler claimed that the victors cut off the heads of those ‘polytheists’ (as they called Christians) they found on the battlefield, and with these heads constructed minarets; for three days the muezzins issued the call to prayers from the tallest one.


The defeat reverberated across Christendom. Far away, in the French monastery of Cluny, monks were praying for Alfonso. In Rome, the pope began to be concerned about the fate of Iberia’s Christians. In the peninsula itself, many tried to benefit from the upheaval and to snatch lands from Alfonso. For the defeat was not a stand-alone event. Although after the battle Yūsuf ibn Tāshfīn had to return to Morocco because of the sudden death of his son and heir, over the next decades the Almoravids were drawn ever more deeply into Iberian politics. Calls for help from Iberian Muslim rulers were repeated: the taifa ruler of Sevilla appealed to Yūsuf ibn Tāshfīn to return to the peninsula, to wrest the fort of Aledo from its Christian conqueror García Jiménez, who used it as a base for attacks against Muslim Murcia and Orihuela. In the spring of 1089, Yūsuf, and the taifas of Sevilla, Málaga, Almería, Granada and Murcia joined forces and besieged Aledo. The defenders appealed for help to Alfonso VI, and, as his troops approached, the siege was lifted. The eyewitness testimony of ʿAbd Allāh, ruler of Granada, suggests that the main reason for abandoning the siege was Yūsuf’s realization that the conflicts among the taifas, and an open revolt in Murcia that aided the Christians, doomed his efforts to failure. This was one of the reasons that led to a hardening of Almoravid attitudes towards not just the Christians of Iberia, but the taifa rulers as well.


Many local Muslims started to complain to Yūsuf about their rulers, and the taifa king of Granada, ʿAbd Allāh, recounts how he began to fear Almoravid intervention, as he was threatened for being mendacious and for negotiating with Alfonso VI. Yūsuf returned to the Iberian peninsula once again the following year, in June 1090. He besieged Toledo, but failed to take it, and the taifa rulers did not join in his campaign. Yūsuf then started to move against the taifa rulers themselves. Some of their critics had already defected to the Almoravids. Religious scholars at the Almoravid court also objected to the lax lifestyle of Iberian Muslim elites, their wine-drinking and allegedly heterodox faith, which provided justification for their deposition. Yūsuf  deposed ʿAbd Allāh of Granada and his brother, the ruler of Málaga, and exiled them to Morocco before the end of 1090. Many other taifa rulers came to share the same fate. Baza, Almería and Córdoba were taken over by the Almoravids, who then successfully besieged Sevilla in 1091. One of Yūsuf’s nephews led the campaign in 1092, taking Murcia, Aledo, Denia, Játiva and Alcira. In 1093−4, the Almoravids were conquering the western part of the peninsula, with Badajoz falling to them in early 1094. Almoravid armies thereafter returned regularly to the peninsula, and defeated Alfonso VI again in 1097. By the end of the eleventh century only the taifas of Zaragoza and Albarracín were not under Almoravid lordship. By the early twelfth century, the Almoravids ended up conquering all of the taifas, and reconquering some of the areas that had been taken by the Christian kings, although they were unable to retake Toledo.
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