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‘I am human, I think nothing human alien to me’


(‘Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto’)


Terence the African


‘I am a Palestinian Christian. We also say “Allahu Akber”, which you normally hear from a Muslim, as well as “In shaa Allah”, “Ma Shaa Allah, Alhumdulillah”. This is simply because Arabic is our language, and the Arabic word for God is Allah, whether you are a Christian or a Muslim!’


Archbishop Theodosius of Sebastia


‘This clash of the culture. East and West. Us and Them. Muslim and Christian. Does not exist.’


Marjane Satrapi
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1. Islamic conquests from the seventh to the ninth century.
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2. The Holy Roman Empire in 800.
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3. The Ottoman Empire at its greatest extent.
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4. The Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1910.










INTRODUCTION



PERSPECTIVES PAST AND PRESENT
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‘Christian and Muslim playing chess’, from The Book of Games of Alfonso X, folio 64r, between 1251 and 1285










 


 


 


 


‘The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.’


Oscar Wilde


The King’s Gambit


THIS HISTORY BEGINS with a picture, a medieval miniature painted in glowing indigo, vermilion and ochre, that appears in an illuminated manuscript known as the Book of Games (Libro de los juegos). Commissioned in Spain long ago by King Alfonso X the Wise of Castile and completed in his scriptorium in Toledo in 1283, the book contains the oldest known descriptions of a variety of board games, including dice and chess. At first glance, we might think the miniature illustrates two warriors planning their battle strategy over a game of chess. They sit inside an Arab military tent, its war pennant fluttering at the apex, with two long spears at the ready just outside, and one man has a sword slung round his body. In the late thirteenth century, when the image was painted, Christians and Muslims in the Iberian peninsula were battling for territory and dominion in a conflict known as the Reconquest (Reconquista), when Spanish Catholic armies fought to recover, as they saw it, the lands they had lost to Islam 500 years before. The visual references to warfare are echoed by the chess game, one of the oldest methods used to teach war strategy. It has been played in Spain longer than anywhere else in Europe, by Spanish Muslims since their arrival in the eighth century, and by Spanish Christians and Jews since the early tenth century. The game came from ancient India, and the original pieces represented the units of the Indian army – foot soldiers, cavalry, armed chariots and elephants. The infantry, or pawns, were led on the chessboard, as in life, by the king and his senior minister, his vizier. Some think it was a game modelled on Alexander the Great’s campaigns in Persia, in which his squadrons were aligned in ranks of sixty-four squares, the number of squares on a chessboard. The Indian game spread to the rest of Europe from Islamic Spain, where opening moves had romantic names such as the Sword Opening, the Pharaoh’s Fortress or the King’s Gambit. Over time, the pieces changed to reflect the feudal social environment of the rest of medieval Europe – the elephant was replaced in Christian chess by the bishop, a powerful figure in the medieval Church, while, in Spanish Muslim chess, the equivalent is just an alfil, meaning a chess piece and nothing more. King Alfonso’s book was the first in Europe on the subject, translated and compiled using Arabic manuscripts.


The painting’s implicit reference to the ongoing conflict between Christians and Muslims in the 1280s seems to bear out our first impression, but closer inspection reveals something quite different. The chess player on the right is a turbaned Muslim, but the one on the left is a Christian. They have set aside any hostility and difference in favour of an alliance, as friends, or perhaps as soldiers, who have come together in peace to play a board game. The unknown artist has created a scene of respect and understanding, and of amiable coexistence. His painting suggests a quite different aspect of the so-called clash between the civilizations of Islam and Europe so controversially expounded by the American scholar Samuel P. Huntington, an aspect which has been overlooked, unappreciated or has simply been unknown.1 The image portrays friendship and collaboration between two individuals perceived as enemies and becomes a painted paradigm of the tolerance and exchange that catalysed Europe’s cultural illumination and gave rise to its associated and immeasurable debt to Islamic civilization. It is this paradoxical yet profound intertwining of the lives of Europe’s Christians and Muslims at all levels, from the most intimate to the most universal, that this book explores.


It recounts the development of European civilization as it evolves through the many encounters between Islamic and Christian peoples that have taken place in Europe from the eighth century to the present day. It reveals how their vexed cultural and religious exchanges, which often occurred in scenarios of severe trial, war and persecution, created and continues to create a hybrid European society, a civilization in progress. This central idea is expressed through the image of the crucible as a vessel of transformation, a metaphor for the European continent as a place of transmutation, progression and enlightenment, its civilization emerging through struggle and strife, but also through the cooperation and dialogue between Muslims and Christians. The idea of a shared continental culture shatters conventional distinctions between Christian Europe and the Islamic empires and discloses the profound influence of Muslim life on a continent that has been moulded as much by Islamic civilization as by Latin Christendom.


The perspective of this book reflects changing attitudes to the writing of history in the twenty-first century, which abandon established views of the past and set out to recover hidden heritages that have been erased from memory. Conventional histories tend to chart the legacy of a centuries-long mutual antagonism and violent conflict between the Muslims and Christians of Europe, born of the age-old fear of invasion and conquest, of ancient attitudes of militancy expressed in Crusade and jihad, and of an unwaveringly negative perception of racial and religious difference. But the mood is shifting: together with Black history, denunciations of the abuse of women and the controversy over colonialism, a new, alternative kind of history is bringing to light the suppressed cultural and religious elements that have contributed to the creation of modern Europe. Forgotten voices tell a different story, not just of divergence, violence and repression, but also of alliance and cultural collaboration between Muslims and Christians. That complex interplay between conflict and coexistence, disparity and resemblance is a key element of this book. It is not just a story of war but also a story of dialogue and interaction, of extraordinary learning and creativity, of modes of thought and ways of being that have substantially determined the modern European world.


Finding the Past in the Present: 
Current Conflicts with Ancient Roots


The dominant perception of relations between Christians and Muslims today is one of strife. European civilization has defined itself as Christian, and Christianity remains the most widespread religion in the European Union. Three of Europe’s greatest challenges in this century – immigration, religious and racial difference and terrorism – are strongly associated with Islam, aggravating a sharp rise in Islamophobia, a term that only came into regular usage in the 1970s. Yet ancient clashes between Muslims and Christians have contemporary echoes in a number of terrorist activities that have traumatized several European countries. In 2015, a terrorist atrocity laid bare the deep rift between Islam and Europe. Stéphane Charbonnier, who worked as a cartoonist and editor of the satirical left-wing French magazine Charlie Hebdo, left his Paris home for work on 7 January and never returned. He was at an editorial meeting that morning with three other cartoonists when two masked gunmen dressed in black forced their way in and opened fire with Kalashnikov rifles. They massacred eleven people at the offices of the magazine and later shot dead two gendarmes before the police finally caught up with them and killed them on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Paris. The gunmen were Saïd and Chérif Kouachi, the latter a known terrorist with links to al-Qaeda, who had spent time in jail. Both were French citizens, born in Paris, of Algerian parents.


What led these French Muslim citizens to commit such an extreme act of barbarism was a series of satirical cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad, published by Charlie Hebdo in 2012, one of which showed the Prophet naked, on all fours, with a star covering his anus. Visual images of Muhammad are conventionally forbidden in Islam, and the cartoons were denounced as blasphemous by Muslims the world over. But such a shocking act of militant terrorism, which struck at the heart of European freedom of speech and expression, intensified the fear and hostility felt by non-Muslims towards Islam and its followers; it also intensified the feeling of prejudice and persecution experienced by Muslims in today’s European society.


France was not alone in suffering violent upheavals in the name of Islam, the repercussions of which have transformed the face of politics, social policy and popular feeling. Eleven years earlier, on 11 March 2004, ten bombs tore through four commuter trains coming into Madrid’s Atocha station during the rush hour, killing 193 people and injuring almost 2,000 in the deadliest attack in Europe since the Lockerbie plane bombing in 1988, and an extreme Islamic terrorist group was held responsible. More recently, the threat of terrorism has fuelled the anti-Muslim propaganda of the right-wing Spanish political party Vox, not long ago a serious contender for power in Spain’s government. In November 2018, Vox tweeted a short film clip showing Santiago Abascal, the party leader, dressed up as their early medieval hero, Don Pelayo of Asturias, riding alongside his comrades to music from the Lord of the Rings films, to lead a new Spanish reconquest. His crusading rhetoric imitated the language of the Spanish dictator Franco’s fascist ideals and harked back to the medieval victory of Catholicism over Islam in Spain.


Santiago Abascal’s discourse of national Catholicism aligns itself with the ultra-right-wing ideology current in politics across Europe, the associated Islamophobic, anti-immigration stance of which targets the Muslim immigrants who currently live in the European Union and the United Kingdom, where they came to find work. In these countries, there is antagonism towards Muslims, both immigrant and native, who are feared as a threat not just to national security and to the nature of society, but to European identity itself. Muslims themselves feel like outsiders, often rejected and mocked. Some countries, such as France and Switzerland, have sought to erase visible signs of religious difference by banning Muslim women’s use of the burka or niqab. In 2021, the populist right-wing Swiss People’s Party paid for campaign adverts showing a woman wearing a niqab and sunglasses alongside the slogan ‘Stop extremism! Yes to the veil ban’, a stance supported by the Swiss government, who stated that the burka was a symbol of the repression of women. Swiss Muslims themselves felt strongly that the ban aimed to stigmatize and marginalize Muslim women even more. Meanwhile, over the border in Austria, which had over a million new Muslim immigrants in 2015, the government went so far as to shut down certain mosques because they were considered a security threat.


The word ‘immigrant’ has become synonymous with ‘Muslim’ in some countries, and racial prejudice is inextricably tied up with religious difference. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the terrible conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995, in which a hundred thousand people died and two million were displaced in one of the largest ethnic cleansings since the Second World War. After the peace treaty was signed in 1995, a divided country was created in which two borderless nations, with their own laws, parliaments and capitals, exist within a larger nation. Bosnia-Herzegovina now encompasses both Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose majority population is Bosniak and Muslim, and the Republic of Srpska, with a majority population of ethnic Serbs and Orthodox Christians.


*


There is no doubt that contemporary Europe is at political, religious and cultural loggerheads with Islam. The constant tide of immigrants, together with the fear of religious extremism in the wake of 9/11, the attacks in France, London and Madrid, and the late Osama bin Laden’s declaration of a global jihad, has reinforced stereotypes and fostered persisting conflict. Immigration, terrorism and racial and religious difference are issues that confront us worldwide, and the way in which the history and legacy of Islam in Europe are perceived will have a major impact on how those challenges are eventually resolved. With some justification, we might see current encounters with Islam precisely in terms of migration, extreme violence and religious hostility, all issues with deep roots going back to the birth of Islam itself and its arrival on the European continent. Nowadays, migrants come to find work, but the history of Islam is distinguished by the constant movement of peoples, of transition from city to city, country to country. Their earliest migrations were religious conquests, or jihad, a word that means ‘struggle’, which has nowadays come to signify a war against Christian infidels. In turn, Christian armies adopted an inverted image of jihad with Crusades against peoples considered to be Muslim heretics. It turns out that the problems we confront today mirror many of the tensions that have existed in historical relations between Muslims and Christians in Europe since the eighth century.


If we look closer, ancient resonances appear. France’s first violent encounter with Islam goes back to the time of the Frankish kingdoms of the eighth century, out of which France itself would eventually emerge. In the early sixth century, Clovis, chieftain of the Franks, brought the Catholic faith to his vast kingdom, which stretched from the Rhine to the Pyrenees, with its capital in Paris. Their laws proclaimed the Franks as God’s chosen people, free of heresy – ideas which became the foundation of the evolving European mindset. But, in 719, Muslim armies swept up to southern France and took Narbonne as the capital of Muslim Septimania. Almost one fifth of what was then Gaul came under Muslim occupation, as far north as Autun, 180 miles south-east of Paris. In the year 732, al-Ghafiqi, then emir of what is now southern Spain, advanced along the ancient paved Roman road from Zaragoza into south-west Gaul, with conquest in mind. His army entered Poitiers and ravaged the basilica, desecrating the tomb of St Hilary and setting the building on fire. Al-Ghafiqi’s defeat by Charles Martel, Charlemagne’s grandfather, at the Battle of Poitiers lies deep in collective memory as the crucial, mythical moment when Europe defined itself in opposition to Islam.


Nor was the satirical depiction of the Prophet Muhammad that aroused such violence in Paris in 2015 anything new. Antipathy sprang from the quills of early medieval historians such as the eighth-century Syrian priest John of Damascus, who refuted Islam, and the Venerable Bede, who believed that Muslims were descended from Hagar, Abraham’s concubine, whereas Christians came from his lawful son Isaac. Bede referred to the prophecy about Ishmael in the book of Genesis 16.12, which condemned his descendants, the Saracens, to wander in the wilderness. In Bede’s version of the story of origins, all Muslims were illegitimate, while only Christians belonged to the legitimate bloodline. This antagonistic attitude was adopted by later Arab and Christian writers, who set the moral tone for centuries to come. Muhammad was also denigrated in medieval visual images. In Canto 28 of the thirteenth-century Italian poet Dante’s Divine Comedy, the Prophet appears in Hell, where he is depicted in early manuscripts with his entrails hanging out.


Spain traces its violent encounters with Islam back even further, to the year 711, a turning point in world history, when Berber and Arab tribes from North Africa, led by their Muslim general Tariq ibn Ziyad, entered Spain and defeated the last Visigothic king, Roderick, taking over his lands and conquering all of what is now Spain and Portugal, save for the kingdom of Asturias in the far north. From that time on, there would be Muslim rulers in the Iberian peninsula for nearly 800 years, until their final defeat by the Catholic Monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella in 1492. Throughout those centuries, Muslims and Christians often fought each other with brutal enmity, but they also made alliances and signed peace treaties. Yet the memory of what is known as the invasion of 711 cast a long shadow and is still vividly alive in popular festivals throughout Spain, where the battle between Moors and Christians is re-enacted each year. Today, anti-Muslim, anti-immigration graffiti in Spain’s public places convey an ever-present anxiety about invasion and a fear of modern terrorism in the wake of the calamitous Madrid attacks.


In central Europe, Switzerland’s current preoccupation with the outward signs of Muslim identity also has a long history, revived in the late twentieth century with the arrival of large numbers of Muslim immigrants, mostly from Kosovo and Turkey. As far back as the tenth century, Switzerland had already encountered Islam in the form of Arab raiders, who left their fortress of Fraxinetum in southern France to take control of the Alpine passes. In the old chronicles, Fraxinetum was a symbol of the terror and panic caused by the Arab expeditions of that time, and it is repeatedly mentioned in Swiss chronicles as the source of all evil. In 939, Arabs attacked the Vallais region of southern Switzerland and destroyed an abbey. Twenty years later, a group of Muslim invaders assailed the great Carolingian monastery of St Gall, the historian Ekkehard tells us, but were slaughtered by the deacon Waldo. Local stories confirm that some names of villages and mountains, and even some present-day ruins, are the legacy left by the Saracen marauders. Further east, the horror of twentieth-century religious and racial war in the Balkans brings to mind the medieval wars of the Ottomans with Bulgaria, Serbia and Anatolia, before Sultan Mehmed the Conqueror won the longed-for prize of Orthodox Christian Constantinople in the watershed of 1453. The conquest of the Balkan states, which became part of the Islamic Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century, prefigures more recent warfare.


Beneath and sometimes alongside this legacy of war and conflict is a different kind of heritage. It is not solely political and economic, but belongs to communal memory, often tangible and visible, sometimes hidden, even secret. It can take the form of architecture, music, art, writing, intellectual history, or it can inhere in the landscape, in territory, spaces and structures, in everyday life. Islamic civilization was informed by Greek culture and Roman architecture; in turn, Muslim scholars became first the guardians of that learning, and, later, the creators and transmitters of Europe’s intellectual and artistic inheritance, generating a cultural evolution in which Spain played the most vital role. It is the intricate entanglements of many parallel histories, past and present, in war and peace, that shape this narrative.


The Panoramic View


Crucible of Light is a book about the nature of European identity. The continent of Europe has been carved out over millennia by the creative forces of its geography, history, politics and culture, which have given it its unique character. Its past is an epic tale that sweeps across cities, countries and continents, through the powerful empires of the Carolingian Franks, the Byzantine Greeks and of Islam, in a drama enacted across the Mediterranean and beyond, that challenges the foundations of Europe’s perceived identity. As one of the great cultural conflicts of the world, and also one of its great alliances, is played out between its Christian and Muslim citizens, disturbing questions erupt from its turbulence to challenge the status quo and demand that we rethink exactly what European civilization is, that we probe deeper to find it and comprehend why it matters. Scrutiny of the divergences and commonalities between Islamic and Christian cultures demands that we view Europe’s history in a quite different way.


This book is structured around a sequence of historical turning points, interwoven with the stories of outstanding individuals and of the great landmarks of Islamic culture in Europe, in architecture, science, technology, philosophy, art and music. Thirteen hundred years of religious, political and social conflict, yet also of collaboration and coexistence, are brought to life through the lives of people of all social levels – monarchs and scholars, slaves, pilgrims and diplomats – men and women who speak in letters, historical records, ancient manuscripts, poetry and song.


My aim is to create a compelling account that brings to light a long history of cultural role reversals, of surprising mirror images, of political power won and lost, in which we can glimpse the seeds of the vexed conflicts of our own times: love/hate relationships that triggered epic battles and sieges yet also created cultural diversity; the inverted images of Crusade and jihad that led to centuries of warfare yet resulted in unexpected alliances and cooperation; the transfers of knowledge, at first from Muslim to Christian Europe, and then, in more recent times, from Europe to the Muslim world. This is a tale of hybrid nations in which Islamic and Christian cultures have remoulded each other at different times, and it requires us to rethink the history of the last thirteen centuries. It is a book for general readers, whatever their beliefs, but it is not a theological history of either Islam or Christianity, although those religions are of prime importance to the past and present history of Europe.


The book has seven parts, constructed around seven major historical turning points. Its narrative begins in the sixth century AD with the last epic conflict between the fading Persian and Roman Empires, which sets the scene for the birth of Islam in the deserts of eighth-century Arabia, home to the nomadic clans who came to subdue the Iberian lands south of the Pyrenees and stayed to create the resplendent civilization of al-Andalus. It tells the story of the rise and fall of the Muslims and Christians of western Europe from the time of the first Muslim conquest on European soil in 711, and the creation of the caliphate of Cordoba, which ruled the western Islamic empire in the ninth and tenth centuries, until the demise of the last western Islamic state in Europe. It charts the progress of the crusading armies that sacked Constantinople before that great city finally succumbed to the powerful Ottoman sultan Mehmed II in 1453, shortly before the last Islamic emirate of Granada fell to Christian powers in 1492. The focus then turns to eastern Europe, which bowed to Ottoman rulers whose vast empire was not finally dissolved until 1923. The narrative explains how Christian Europe gained ascendancy through the conquest and colonialism that grew out of the triumph of Christian Spain in 1492, as Portuguese and Spanish explorers set sail for the New World, and it explores the imprint of Islamic civilization on Europe today.


The first two parts span a thousand years, starting from the fall of the Persian and Roman Empires, the rise of Islam in the seventh century and the earliest great battle between Muslims and Christians in western Europe in 711, up to the Christian conquest of Granada in 1492. The narrative pinpoints the origins of the hostility and sense of otherness that has bedevilled relations between Muslims and Christians. It then lingers a while in medieval Cordoba in southern Spain, seat of the first Islamic caliphate in Europe, before moving to Sicily under Muslim and Norman dominion. The story follows the waxing and waning of Islamic rule, as new Muslim dynasties arrive on the scene and make their capital in Seville. At the same time, the idea of the Christian reconquest of Spain takes hold, while Catholic crusaders travel to wage a holy war against the infidel in the Near East. In northern France, the growing strength of European Catholicism symbolized by the founding of Chartres Cathedral is thrown into question by its hybrid religious identity, disguised by a Gothic style with deep roots in Islamic architecture. Part II then moves on to Toledo in central Spain to explore the crucial transfer of knowledge through translation, and culminates in the rise and fall of the Nasrid dynasty of Muslim rulers of Granada, the last Islamic state in Europe at that time. The epoch-making history of the Nasrids’ earthly paradise reached a climax in 1492, when the city fell to Christian conquerors, ending Islamic rule in western Europe after nearly eight centuries.


Part III looks to the east, where a new Islamic power rises when Constantinople is captured in 1453 by the Ottoman Turks, who created one of the most majestic empires in world history in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Themes of trade, cultural exchange and the power of architecture emerge along the great commercial highway of the Silk Road, across the sea and on to Venice, capital of commerce, before we return to Constantinople to encounter the great Ottoman architect Sinan, Islam’s Michelangelo. From there, the narrative pursues the adventures of travellers on land and sea, and the rediscovery of lost knowledge in Part IV, which returns us to Europe in the aftermath of 1492, as the consequences of that momentous year threaten the lives of the Spanish Moriscos, before and after their exile in 1609. We meet wandering Sufis, as well as Muslim and Christian pirates further east, and discover the revival of Arabic knowledge in the Renaissance amid the European obsession with Ottoman art.


In Part V, there are reversals of roles and shifts in the balance of power as the theme of invasion resurfaces. At the fifth historical watershed, the great titans of early modern Europe lock horns; the Ottomans have conquest in mind and the Habsburgs fear an attack prefigured in the fifteenth-century siege of Belgrade. They meet at last at the gates of Vienna in 1683, where Sultan Mehmed IV’s armies are roundly defeated, finally thwarting all Ottoman plans to expand further westwards. A century or so later, the European colonization of Muslim lands in the early 1900s echoes the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century colonization of the Americas, Africa and India by the Spanish and Portuguese, and takes place in parallel with the rise of travel, tourism and Romanticism on the continent. Napoleon Bonaparte’s campaign in Egypt at the end of eighteenth century appropriates the stones and splintered fragments of the Middle East in a cultural crusade that foreshadowed the cultural invasion of that region by western European travellers during the next hundred years, and sparks the controversial trend of orientalism. Meanwhile, in the east, Russia annexes the Crimea, homeland of the Ottoman Tatars. Part VI steps outside the linear narrative to turn a spotlight on three very different abodes of Islam: the state of Tatarstan in eastern Europe, a living example of an interfaith utopia, and the divergent islands of Cyprus and Malta, one divided and the other shaped by the meeting of Islam and Christianity in those places.


The story of Europe’s Islamic past concludes in Part VII by turning to its living legacy, set against the backdrop of the demise of the Ottoman Empire from 1800 up to the creation of the secular republic of Turkey in 1923. Here, the narrative picks up the threads of the first chapter and returns to the theme of ethnic and religious cleansing in Armenia and in Serbia after Tito’s regime ended. It delves into and expands on the ways that the presence of Islam lives on across Europe in contemporary politics, in the landscape, in our everyday life, building on cutting-edge research by international groups of scholars that reveals how Islamic culture has always been and still is an integral part of Europe, west and east. This includes the Ottoman revival in Turkey after the demise of Kemal Atatürk, the impact of the Ottoman legacy on identity, culture and politics in twenty-first-century Slovakia, and the restoration of mosques and Muslim cemeteries in the predominantly Catholic Poland of today. The narrative culminates inside the Alhambra palace of Granada, perhaps the most resonant and poignant expression of the tangible presence of Islamic civilization in Europe.


Close-ups and Snapshots


Europe does not have a single, linear history. The span of time from 711 to the present demands a narrative structure that reflects its complexity. This book responds to that by stepping outside the historical chronology at key points to focus on recurrent motifs, ideas and themes that stitch the narrative together, weaving a pattern not only of difference and rupture, but also of continuity and coherence, highlighting mirror images, oppositions between frontiers and territories, between Crusade and jihad, migration and settlement, cross-fertilization and cultural repression, tolerance and intolerance. They uncover echoes, harbingers and continuities across the continent. The first significant motif in this history is the ambivalent role of books and words, with their ability to persuade, instruct, record, debate and delight. The very foundations of Islam, Judaism and Christianity rest on their sacred books, which demonstrate that a written culture based on scholarship and learning is fundamental to these faiths – and their cultures. Nonetheless, language itself is ambiguous and its effects can be pernicious. We have seen how the antipathy towards Muslims expressed in the writings of early medieval historians left a lasting negative legacy that fostered intolerance and religious prejudice, and accentuated ideas of religious difference.


At the same time, words and books record and preserve human knowledge. Essential to this story is the crucial contribution of the Islamic world to written learning. That contribution begins with their early copying of Greek and Persian scholarship into Arabic in Baghdad, and the subsequent introduction of paper to Europe via Muslim Spain, a piece of technology that revolutionized book production and paved the way for the printing press. The books and learning of Islamic culture formed the basis of European scholarship; Muslim intellectuals reread the writings of classical scientists, such as the mathematician Archimedes and the physician Galen, and created their own innovative theories, which spread to the rest of Europe through Muslim Spain. The new learning that galvanized the continent was the result of Muslim, Christian and Jewish scholars working together in the great centres of scholarship in Toledo in Spain and Palermo in Sicily, in the Middle Ages, where they produced translations of Arabic texts into Latin and vernacular Spanish. Their collaboration laid aside prejudice and hostility to create an environment of tolerant coexistence and collaboration. Yet a climate of fear and secrecy once more pervaded Spain in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Translation, ambiguity and the power of books, words and the Arabic language were central to the life of Miguel de Luna, who fabricated his mysterious Lead Books in Granada in a last-ditch attempt to save his fellow Moriscos, or Muslim converts to Christianity, from expulsion from their native land.


The second important motif relates to journeys, to the nomad, the wanderer, harking back to the movement of nomadic tribes and clans in Arabia, where the Prophet Muhammad was born in the late sixth century. As Islam took hold, this natural movement of clans was inspired by religious faith, so that migration became linked to land and dominion, to the militancy and violence that inspired the Muslim conquest of Spain in 711. Later, Christian soldiers fought Crusades against the Muslims of Europe, and the Catholic reconquest of Iberia got under way, reaching its nadir with the expulsion of its Morisco and Jewish populations, condemned to roam strange lands in search of a new life. Those nomads of Islam may have been conquered by the Christian sword, but their wanderings contributed to the creation of Europe’s multicultural heritage.


Commerce was fundamental to the foundation of the Islamic empire, and the exchange of goods and knowledge relied on alliance, collaboration and understanding. Scholars, merchants and diplomats were constantly on the move, and at times left surprising legacies. The young diplomat Leo the African, born in Muslim Granada and enslaved by Christian pirates, nomads of the sea, was forced to convert to Christianity, and eventually became a great scholar and travel writer. His mirror image appears in the story of Samson Rowlie, born in Great Yarmouth in Norfolk and captured by pirates in 1577. Samson was castrated by the Ottomans, converted to Islam and took the name Hassan Agha, in which guise he became chief eunuch and treasurer of Algiers until he died, or was possibly murdered, in 1588. The ceaseless movement of Muslims in Europe continues today with its twenty-first-century wanderers, the immigrants who come not to conquer, but to find work and a better life.


The geography of the continent of Europe and the Middle East, the history of its borders and frontiers, the transmigration of both the desert peoples of Arabia and the agricultural workers of northern Europe to a settled life in towns and cities, and the movement from a wandering to a sedentary lifestyle have all had significant repercussions on the history of European Muslims and Christians. The importance of place takes many forms, which often relate to war and conquest, to Crusade and jihad, where borders and frontiers have created a sense of difference, separation and opposition. There are places of authority, of worship, war, triumph, transition, as well as places of memory, which form part of a tangible, multilayered heritage visible in what are often contested sites. The narrative travels through countries and cities, enters buildings, scales mountains and crosses rivers, lingering at places of prominence to discern the meaning of an Islamic heritage writ large on landscapes and cityscapes. It takes us to Cordoba, place of illumination, to Palermo, city of wisdom, to Seville and the Almohad triumph, and north towards Chartres and its mysteries. The journey turns eastwards to Istanbul and its hybrid identities, returns to besieged Belgrade and pauses at the gates of Vienna, before heading towards France, England and Holland, architects of Muslim repression, then alights again in Turkey. The final leg takes us to the utopian state of Tatarstan, then south-west to the island of Cyprus, with its violent schisms, and on to Malta, whose greatest Islamic inheritance is its language, before returning finally to Granada. The route leads the reader inside majestic buildings: the Mosque of Cordoba, the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia, the Alhambra of Granada. It guides us along the great trade route of the Silk Road and into the oriental coffee houses of England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.


Books, journeys and places reveal new motifs and ideas. The lost and the hidden rise to the surface, the legacy of forgotten Islamic knowledge and the Renaissance in Europe, which turned back to ancient Greece and Rome, but also reclaimed Arab science to begin its scientific revolution. A heritage of concealment, of false identities and secret languages emerges as we learn of the lives of crypto-Muslims in sixteenth-century Spain, and the crypto-Christians of Cyprus persecuted under Ottoman rule. Europe’s discovery of Ottoman art from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries ignited an obsession with all things Turkish – turbans, carpets, the rise of the coffee house. Queen Elizabeth I of England wore clothes in Turkish style and turbans were sported by the modishly dressed. Later, nineteenth-century tourism fostered the fashion for orientalism that found expression in books, images and architecture. Islamic heritage created hybrid identities as Europe’s Christians adopted the outer appearances of Islamic civilization, torn between the desire for resemblance and the fear of difference. The deep-rooted connection between Christians and Muslims, whose shared European history lives on in the twenty-first century, west, east, north and south, in politics, national culture, architecture and everyday life, began in ancient Persia and Rome, where this book also begins. It roams across nations and travels through many centuries to trace the emergence of a common European identity forged in the burning crucible of religious and political strife, the deep significance of which this present-day saga brings into the light.











PART ONE



THE RISE OF THE CRESCENT MOON IN EUROPE


[image: Start of image description, A painting shows Saint Helena and Heraclius on horses holding a large wooden cross between them, while a crowd follows. They are about to enter the walled city of Jerusalem. An angel watches from the walls., end of image description]


‘Saint Helena and Heraclius taking the Holy Cross to Jerusalem’, Martín Bernat and Miguel Ximénez, c. 1483











CHAPTER 1


FIRE, WOOD AND STONE:
 A PHOENIX ASCENDS



‘Gather up the fragments that remain, that nothing be lost’


John 6.12


THE STORY OF the time before Islam came to Europe is one of fragments. Our vision of the seventh century after Christ is often shadowy and spectral, a distant view of a vibrant, evolving world, rich in ideas yet beset by violence, division, war and migration, glimpsed partially through incomplete documents, ancient records and faded images. It is not solely our perspective that is fragmented, but the times themselves, rocked by the multiple changes writ large across fractured states and polities reshaped by invasions and conquests whose pole star was religion. The importance of the seventh century is neglected yet vital, because its history marks the end of the ancient regime and the transition into an emerging European continent. The events that led to this were determined by battles fought in the name of both mighty empires and migrating tribes, each represented by storied individuals and the sites of power they created. These were struggles for supremacy over land, peoples, trade routes, over money and power, but above all they were struggles not just for hearts and minds, but for souls too, as three major religions met on European soil, their creeds objectified in wood, fire and stone.


The origins of Europe’s encounters between Muslims and Christians lie in the last great battle of classical antiquity. It began in the early seventh century and was the finale of a long-standing drama enacted between the Roman and Persian Empires for 700 years, a colossal tussle between two martial superpowers from different civilizations, each struggling for supremacy. By the summer of 603, when the Persians, led by the ruler of the Sassanid dynasty Khusro II, attacked the Roman province of Mesopotamia, religion had become the focus of the conflict. Long before the time of Christ, the Iranian prophet Zoroaster (Zarathustra) wrought his new faith of moral truth from the legends of Persian sky and war gods, creating the world’s first known monotheistic religion, whose supreme deity Ahura Mazda was the Lord of Wisdom. Its teachings of individual judgment, Heaven and Hell, the resurrection of the body and everlasting life became crucial tenets of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Fire and water formed the life-sustaining elements of ritual purity, ever present in the fire temples where worshippers prayed. In Sassanid Persia, Zoroastrian ethics fused theology and law in the role of its priests, who oversaw both faith and justice.1 Yet the Persian Empire, whose trade connected Arabia with central and south-east Asia, China and India, embraced many other creeds, including Christianity, and its peoples were of many nationalities, diverse races, and spoke numerous languages. Over the 400 years of Sassanid rule, Persian civilization was multicultural and tolerant of its religious variety. It was also confident of the ethical and intellectual superiority of Zoroastrianism over the newly arrived Christianity.


While the Roman and Persian Empires of classical antiquity were mirror images in terms of military expansion, legal systems, cultural and architectural attainment, the Romans of the late Byzantine Empire judged Persian Zoroastrians as impious worshippers of a false god, whose rulers delighted in violence and sacrilege. Their last mighty battle with the Persians became a direct clash of warring faiths. Christianity had triumphed in the Roman Empire in the fourth century, when its one God superseded rival pagan deities. The catalyst in the adoption of the new religion was the controversial emperor Constantine the Great, whose legendary victory over his challenger, the emperor Maxentius, at the Milvian Bridge over the river Tiber in Rome, in AD 312, was inspired by a famous vision of the Holy Cross in the sky. On the eve of battle, as he dozed fitfully, its meaning was revealed to him in a dream, in which he was told to mark the sign of the Cross on his soldiers’ shields. During the battle Maxentius was drowned in the river Tiber; Constantine converted to Christianity and became ruler of half the Western Roman Empire. In 330, he made the ancient city of Byzantium its new capital, the new Rome, renaming it Constantinople, after himself. In 391, Christianity was finally formalized as the only legitimate faith of the Roman Empire by the emperor Theodosius. Constantine’s conversion was a watershed moment which moulded the future religious tenor of Roman and European history as essentially Christian.


Although the Roman Empire stretched from Mesopotamia to the Atlantic, from Scotland to the Sahara, the power of Rome waned and Constantinople grew stronger, so that a schism developed between East and West, each with its own senate and emperor. The authority of the patriarch of Constantinople, leader of the Eastern Church, was only second to that of the principal religious figurehead, the Bishop of Rome. By the sixth century, the supremacy and splendour of the Eastern Empire found its greatest expression in Christian architecture. The enigmatic and brilliant emperor Justinian (482–565), nephew of an illiterate Balkan soldier, ordained the construction of the Church of Holy Wisdom, St Sophia, consecrated for the first time in 537. Breathtaking in its beauty and fabulous in construction, it became the religious heart of the Byzantine Empire, an image of its ostensibly supreme power. The new cathedral embodied Justinian’s desire to eliminate all dissidence and unite the Roman Empire under a single faith. But it would be the destiny of another Roman emperor, Heraclius (575–641), to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat and turn the tables on the might of Sassanid Persia.


The sacking of Byzantine Jerusalem by the Sassanids in 614, during which they seized fragments of the True Cross of Christ’s Crucifixion, was a bold provocation to retaliate. Heraclius had been emperor since he deposed the tyrant Phocas, parading his dismembered body through the streets before having it burned, and organizing his own coronation in Constantinople on 5 October 610. But his empire was soon scourged by the coordinated attacks of the Persian armies of Khusro II, whose driving ambition to eliminate Roman rule from the Middle East was achieved by the early 620s, when all such territories, including Egypt, came under Persian rule. Khusro next set his sights on the invasion of Asia Minor, the last substantial territory under Roman control. The great Iranian king seemed to have won decisively, but there was an unexpected twist to the plot.


Against all odds, in the winter of 627, Heraclius carried out a daredevil raid into Mesopotamia, the Persian heartland that had been wrested from the Romans at the start of the conflict in 603. He crushed the Persians at Nineveh and sacked Khusro’s magnificent palace at Dastagird. Khusro fled to Ctesiphon, where he was suddenly overthrown in a palace coup in the night of 25 February 628 and was murdered the next day by his son, Kavadh II, who also had all his brothers and half-brothers executed to avoid any challenge to his kingship. Kavadh immediately surrendered to Heraclius, agreeing to Persian withdrawal from all the lands they occupied. The Roman Empire had triumphed, and the emperor’s victory dispatch was read out in St Sophia on 15 May, a personal eulogy in which Heraclius cast himself as the biblical King David and announced the defeat of the ‘arrogant Khusro, opponent of God.’ A war that had lasted a generation had ended, and the people of Constantinople rejoiced, taking to the streets with lights and olive branches to acclaim their great emperor and praise the power of God. Their civilization had been defended, and Heraclius’ conquest, prefigured in the epic conflicts between the Hellenes and the Persians in the fifth century BC at Salamis and Thermopylae, reinforced the cultural identity of the West.


In 1464, the famous Florentine painter Piero della Francesca (c. 1415–92) finished his masterpiece, a cycle of frescos called History of the True Cross, which adorns the basilica of San Francesco in Arezzo and in which Roman piety plays a key role. Two frescos are devoted to the emperor Constantine, one showing his dream in which an angel from the star-studded heavens brings the sleeping emperor a tiny gold cross that presages his victory over Maxentius, the other portraying his victory on the Milvian Bridge. The last fresco of the cycle shows a triumphant Heraclius, distant heir of Constantine, arriving in Jerusalem to return the True Cross to its rightful place of rest. Most precious and holy of Christian relics, the wooden fragments of the original Cross now merged with Heraclius’ sensational victory to heighten the religious status of the Roman Empire. Nicephorus, ninth-century patriarch of Constantinople, gives an account of Heraclius’ entry into Jerusalem, on 21 March 630, bearing those fragments. Amid the shrines inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Heraclius handed the reliquary of the Cross to Modestus, Jerusalem’s senior cleric, who inspected the seal and declared it intact. A hymn was sung as Modestus removed the holy relic and restored it to its rightful place at the centre of the church, the site of the Rock of Calvary, where Christ was crucified.2 The ceremony was a powerful statement of Christian supremacy; with the Persians subdued and the True Cross restored to Jerusalem, it seemed that the Eastern Roman Empire was now all powerful, even if depleted by the ravages of war. Despite the open fissure between Rome and Constantinople, the entire Middle East was set to become Christian.


The Birth of Islam


That certainty was shattered by a series of startling events. Out of the ashes of two fallen civilizations, a new religion, Islam, emerged in the Arabian desert, and its followers, against all expectation, defeated the powers of Rome and Persia in only twenty years, and went on to rule an empire that stretched from western Europe as far as southern central Asia, a feat they achieved in less than a century. Nothing in the Arab peoples’ prior history or way of life suggested that they might do so. Nomads by nature and known as Sarakenoi (Saracens) or the ‘people of the tents’ to the Greeks, the desert peoples led a tribal life enforced by the harsh, rocky geography of their homeland. Stateless raiders who had ruled themselves since biblical times, their militant, predatory clans fought for booty and to avenge wrongs inflicted on their kinsfolk. Every Arab belonged to a tribe or clan group, which gave them security in the absence of a formal government, and tribesmen were fiercely proud of their ability to defend themselves and their dependants. The shift in trade routes that involved new caravan trails connecting Yemen and Syria brought great riches, which threatened the traditional equilibrium of the clans and substituted economic values for their tribal ones. Not all were nomadic, as many settled in towns and cities as traders, though their population was relatively sparse and lacked any extensive political organization. Both the Persians and the Romans had dealings with Arabia – the Romans had first encountered the trading and raiding of Arab tribesmen in 63 BC, when the general Pompey annexed Syria and Palestine. Neither of the two superpowers could have imagined them as world conquerors, but rather saw them as a marginal border people who posed no significant threat.


Nor could they have known that an oasis on the old caravan route that linked the Mediterranean world with South Arabia, East Africa and South Asia would become a global spiritual centre. The city of Mecca, in present-day Saudi Arabia, is surrounded by arid mountains and is located midway between Marib in the south and Petra in the north. In Roman and Byzantine times it had become a thriving commercial centre, controlled by the powerful Quraysh tribe and benefiting from Arabia’s trade with the African continent through the Nile. Sea routes to India connected with the Persian Gulf, which enabled the Arabs to sell their wares to the eastern markets of the Roman Empire. But it was Mecca’s reputation as a centre of pilgrimage that boosted the local economy, as pilgrims streamed in to visit its holy temples, said to house over a hundred pagan deities. The city’s most sacred sanctuary was the Ka’aba, shrine of the Quraysh tribe and home to the idols that represented the manifold gods of the Arabian clans.


*


Around AD 570, a man called Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib was born into the Quraysh tribe. Muslim tradition recounts that he spent the first five years of his life with a Bedouin tribe, according to Arab custom, so that he could learn the pure speech and manners of the desert. Orphaned at the age of six, he was then raised in Mecca and worked as a merchant. When he was twenty-five, he became the commercial agent of a wealthy widow and distinguished businesswoman, Khadija, whom he married. Although Khadija was about forty when she became his wife, she bore him several children. As he grew older, Muhammad became more inclined to reflection and solitude, often retreating to a cave on Mount Hira, just north of Mecca. There, at the age of forty, he had a vision of an angel, who told him ‘I am Gabriel and you are the messenger of God.’ Gradually, through Gabriel, and for the rest of his life, Muhammad was instructed to recite and remember the holy words that eventually became the Koran. It was the moment that Islam was born.


As Muhammad started preaching, initially to his family and friends and later in public, his visionary message of the need for submission to the will of a single, all-knowing God (which is what the word ‘Islam’ means) at first shocked and then antagonized the citizens of Mecca, whose many deities were enshrined in the Ka’aba. The ancient Black Stone set inside it was worshipped long before Islam. A dark, fragmented piece of rock, resembling a meteorite, it was thought to date back to the time of Adam and Eve, before whom it fell from Heaven in the place where they built an altar. After the Ka’aba was destroyed by a flash flood in 608, the Quraysh squabbled over who should lay the sacred stone in position in the rebuilt shrine, and it fell to Muhammad, who showed great wisdom in his first public act, laying the stone in position and kissing it. Today the focal point of Islam’s greatest shrine, all Muslims yearn to kiss it during the hajj or annual pilgrimage. Like the Cross of Christ, the Black Stone became the symbol of unity that brought disparate clans together instead of dividing them.3 As Zoroastrianism had been embodied in fire, and Christianity in the wood of the Cross, so Islam was manifested in stone.


The Muslim calendar starts in the year AD 622, when Muhammad fled from Mecca with his followers to the city of Yathrib, to escape the hostility and violence of the Meccan pagans and restore order to the feuding Jewish and Arab populations. Yathrib later became known as Medina, the City of the Prophet, and Muhammad’s flight there was seen as the first emigration, the Hijra, marking the beginning of a communal organization of Muslims, known as the umma, established by Muhammad in the Constitution of Medina. In December of 630, the year that Heraclius returned the True Cross to Jerusalem, Muhammad agreed to a truce with the hostile tribes of his home town and returned triumphant to Mecca as the prophet and leader of an egalitarian religious movement set to rock the political and religious foundations of the known world. His victory was won with bloodshed and violence. Muhammad’s choice of the direction of prayer (qibla), facing towards Mecca instead of Jerusalem, destroyed his good relations with Medina’s Jews. His followers subdued rebel tribes, mainly Jewish, who were massacred and their women and children enslaved, in the first jihad, or struggle against the enemy. Islam, with its one God, had triumphed over paganism in Arabia, as Christianity had 300 years earlier in the pagan Roman Empire. Upon his unexpected death, two years later, in 632, Muhammad bequeathed a religious and cultural legacy of astonishing originality and permanence. It ignited a revolution with its radical commitment to a new ethic of the family and a return to the ancient values of monotheism, in which Muhammed aligned himself with the tradition of the great Jewish prophets.


*


Less than a century later, a thriving new Islamic empire stretched beyond Samarkand in central Asia to Tangiers in North Africa. Quite how this was achieved perplexed early Christian scholars and clergy, who sought an explanation in God’s divine retribution, and it is not clearly understood even today. Without doubt, the first four successors of the Prophet, known as the Rightly Guided Ones, established the idea of the caliphate and set the religious, political and economic framework on which the emerging empire was founded. The Prophet died without appointing a successor, and it was clear that the umma could not exist without a leader. Muhammad’s friend, Abu Bakr, was elected, and inaugurated the role of caliph or ‘deputy’, but died of a fever just two years later, aged sixty-two. Omar, the second caliph, led the faithful for ten years, shaping Islam as a political ideology and beginning to build an empire. A born military strategist, Omar added the designation ‘Commander of the Faithful’ to the title of caliph, thereby fusing his spiritual and military roles. His armies took on the conquest of the known world, inspired by the new faith, which promised them booty and riches in their fight against the evil and misguided.


By the early 640s, Omar’s soldiers had conquered Egypt, Lebanon, Syria and Palestine, and Persia would soon follow. As David Levering Lewis explains, ‘The religion and language of the Arab conquerors spread over the Iranian plateau like a prayer blanket, smothering an 1,100-year-old civilization that would rebound, mutatis mutandis its Islamicisation, slowly and almost stealthily in less than a century.’4 The full-scale military operation, resulting in the invasion of both the Byzantine and the Sassanid Empires in a matter of only twenty years, was viewed by the Romans as an incomprehensible military disaster, as well as a religious debacle. It was achieved not by massive armies, but by disconcertingly small Arab forces, just a few thousand to overcome Roman Syria and subdue Iran. The crown jewel for the Muslims was Jerusalem, which had appeared in one of the Prophet’s visions. In 638, Omar entered the city in person to accept its surrender, some say riding on an ass and wearing ragged robes to meet the emperor Sophronius. Omar ordered a small wooden mosque to be erected, in the place where his successors were to build the Dome of the Rock, near the Al-Aqsa Mosque, two of Islam’s most venerated sites. Both men signed a pact to confirm that there would be no compulsion in religion, which later became sura 2.256 of the Koran.


In 644, this great leader of men was stabbed by a Persian slave and died the same day. He was succeeded by a distant cousin of Muhammad, Othman, of the Umayyad clan, who became the third caliph at the age of sixty-eight. In his twelve-year rule, Othman oversaw the compilation of a definitive version of the Koran, the one still used by Muslims today, as well as building over 5,000 mosques across the new empire, but, like Omar, he was brutally murdered, dying at the hands of a group of rioting Egyptians. The fourth caliph and beloved cousin of the Prophet, the mystical Ali, led the umma for four short years, until he too was assassinated, in 661, by one of his own radical followers. The first era of Islamic history ended in the shadow of violence, and all eyes turned to Othman’s cousin, Muawiya (r. 661–80), the man who became the first Umayyad caliph of Damascus.


*


Muawiya and a splinter group of the Umayyad clan had fled to Damascus when Othman was murdered, and Muawiya was appointed governor of the city. The caliphate he created there would preside over what was in effect a free-trade zone from one end of the known world to the other, and his dynasty set Muslims on the path to greatness. With the main tenets of the new religion now enshrined in the authority of a written text, Islam began to evolve as a civilization and a political entity, in part forged out of the ruins of the empires it had replaced. Like the old pre-Christian Roman Empire, the caliphate depended on tax collecting and was tolerant of religious and cultural variety, as was the multicultural Sassanid Empire. Islam had emerged from the preaching of a visionary seer, as had Zoroastrianism, with which both Islam and Christianity shared the promise of personal judgment and eternal afterlife. The early Islamic world was defined by its system of values, by a political and cultural model whose driving forces were religious belief, power, factionalism and the family. The Islamic state, in the form of the ruling dynasty, guaranteed salvation, but also justice and social harmony, unifying religion and politics. Arab pride in the honour, independence, virility and language of the tribe was rooted in the purity of family descent, tribal hierarchy and the solidarity of patriarchal links. This was mapped onto the Umayyad state and the Muslim army, the former a means of bringing aristocratic families to power, in which the legitimizing role of lineage was crucial.


But the social model conflicted with this structure, as it was predicated on an egalitarian society of believers and a system of government in which caliphs ruled in the name of Allah. The monotheism of Islam rose above tribal divisions to unite Arabs in a single community of believers, following a single law and fighting the holy war, jihad.5


As a result, from the start, the Umayyad government existed in an atmosphere of continual conflict, a kind of civil war, at once political, ideological and familial, that originated in the great schism caused by the question of succession after Muhammad’s death. The split centred on the Sunni conviction that the caliphate should be elective, at odds with the Shi’ite belief that it should be hereditary. Yet the Umayyads achieved a certain balance between an egalitarian, universalist message and their hierarchical power structure, since they were sensitive to their duty to the community of believers, and to the need to set standards of morality, justice and liberality. But future generations of Muslim rulers were nevertheless beset by this fundamental conflict over how to define legitimacy of power, an issue that harked back to the biblical perception of Abraham’s son Ishmael as illegitimate.


The adoption of hereditary succession of the caliph and the appointment of governors from the Umayyad family to rule the huge provinces of the Muslim empire helped to sustain political unity for a century. But it destroyed the traditional life of the nomadic tribesmen, who now lived in a society of great wealth, as well as belonging to a social and political hierarchy in whose running they had no say. Even so, Muawiya’s newly minted caliphate saw the birth of an Islamic civilization forged from the scattered fragments of Persian, Roman and Arabian culture, expanding its borders and heralding an era of learning and scholarship that would indelibly mark European life.


*


The seismic shift in eastern civilizations had so far barely touched the west of the European continent. The Muslims had first turned to the east, paying scant attention to a Europe that seemed to have very little to offer in terms of commerce and knowledge. The west had its own trials to deal with as the Western Roman Empire gradually segmented and was refashioned from the fifth to the seventh centuries, with the Persian and the Eastern Roman Empires crumbling and succumbing to the Arab Muslims. Invasion was a keynote in both east and west. Around 375, the Huns, a nomadic tribe from the central steppes of Asia, crossed the river Don into the Eastern Roman Empire, where they were given short shrift and hastily departed westwards, reaching Italy in 408. The fall of the Eternal City of Rome to Alaric and his tribe of Germanic Visigoths in 410 shocked the West; in response, and by way of appeasement, the Roman commander Constantius set up the first barbarian kingdom of Visigoths in 418, in the region of Aquitaine, giving them the status of federates or allies of the empire. But when, on 4 September 476, the young Roman emperor Romulus Augustulus was stripped of his insignia and exiled by his own army, rebels led by a Germanic chieftain, it marked the end of the Roman Empire in the West.


Eventually, the German Frankish tribes who had arrived in the fifth century created the most powerful Christian kingdom in medieval Europe in the land we now call France. Akin to the desert Arab tribes who were raiders and fighters, the Franks came from a tribal society geared to war. Their chief was a warrior, and their Germanic civilization was founded on violence as the supreme virtue. Like the Arabian nomads, they were bound by ties of fidelity and service. Separated from the Romans by their ignorance of Latin, they were Christians disdained for adopting the perceived heresy of Arianism, which did not accept Christ’s divine nature. Yet, after the Spanish Visigoths converted to Catholicism in 589, Christianity, still a comparatively new faith, enveloped the west. It held firm amid migrations and swings in the balance of power, an intermediary between Rome and the Visigoths.


*


The rise of western Christianity contributed to an economic decline in Europe in the early Middle Ages, the roots of which lay in its teachings. The Church took exception to individual wealth, preaching an ideal life of poverty and asceticism, and it also banned usury at the Council of Nicaea in 325. Money itself was almost obsolete and was replaced by a barter economy, which deprived western Europe of ‘its financiers, bankers, great merchants and contractors; in other words, specialists in production and exchange.’6 Alongside this lack of economic prosperity, churchmen became more deeply embroiled in statesmanship, with bishops taking on a political role and leaving monks to bridge the gap between God and Christians, under the influence of St Benedict. The rise of monasticism meant that the Christian religion and the monasteries would be the guardians of Western learning.


As Violet Moller explains, the Church attempted to absorb or destroy the philosophy, science and literature of the ancient pagan world.7 The emperor Justinian closed the Athens Academy, centre of pagan intellectual resistance and of Neoplatonist philosophy, upon which its scholars fled to Persia, taking their learning with them, in an act that impoverished European cultural life. Secular book production around the sixth century took place in secret, while monastic scriptoria filled the gap with new types of religious writing, including the lives of saints. By 500, the most important centre of learning in the world, Alexandria, was declining, as the power and importance of Constantinople grew. The papyruses in the legendary Library of Alexandria, founded around 3000 BC by the Egyptian king Ptolemy I, crumbled into dust. The rich, opulent Byzantine Empire also aggravated the existing antagonism between Rome, capital of the West, and the Greek capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, whose people were contemptuous of western European intellectual and technological backwardness.


By the early eighth century, the situation in the Islamic empire was virtually the opposite of that in Europe. While cultural and religious changes in the Western Roman Empire had a negative impact on its economic and intellectual life, in the Damascus caliphate equivalent changes were supported and financed by a more stable economy and political structure. At the same time, invasion and migration were central to the history of both Europe and the Islamic world from the fifth to the seventh century, and their effects had been amplified by momentous religious change.


Islam’s earliest history was marked by events that were to shape the nature of its eventual presence in the West. Its founding act, the Hijra, or emigration to Medina, associated the new religion with exile, while Muhammad’s first war against the Meccans established a military dimension that found expression in the idea of jihad, or holy war.* When the Prophet arrived in Medina, he built the very first masjid, or mosque, there – an iconic place of worship specific to Islam. At once religious and secular, the mosque was a defensive stronghold, a political and military assembly place, and a place of worship, an inward-facing sanctuary. It enshrined the military, political and religious dimensions of the religion in tangible form. The new unity and commitment of Arab and Berber Muslims in the late seventh century that arose when the civil wars of the Umayyad caliphate were quelled was expressed in greater military expansion and movement of its peoples. The migration of troops to fight holy wars was fundamental to the evolution of the Islamic empire.


The origins of Europe’s relationship with Islamic civilization turns on an axis of invasion and conquest, violence and power, of warring empires and cultures, around which swirl migrating tribes, nomads of the deserts and steppes, whose exchanges in trade and war brought forth a fractured, divided world. In this great evolution of peoples and faiths, a Christianity divided by Schism held sway on the European continent, unconcerned by the new religion that it scarcely understood and deemed a heresy. Meanwhile, on the edge of Europe, the Islamic empire wrought unity out of fragmentation, fusing faith and politics in its revolutionary egalitarian state. By the early eighth century, the caliphate of Damascus had the European mainland in sight. But no one foresaw that eighth-century Spain would soon be shattered by conquerors from overseas – conquerors who fought in the name of a new prophet, Muhammad.















CHAPTER 2


THE KING AND THE SLAVE:
 RODERICK, TARIQ AND THE GREAT BATTLE OF 711


‘Men, where can you fly when the sea is behind you and the enemy before you?’


Tariq ibn Ziyad, 711


THE STORY OF the first defining moment in Europe’s encounter with Islam has a veneer of clarity and coherence. The essential historical facts camouflage the intricate relationships between four enigmatic individuals: Roderick, last king of the Spanish Visigoths; Count Julian of Ceuta; the Berber leader Tariq ibn Ziyad; and Musa ibn Nusayr, governor of North Africa, who all took centre stage in the Muslim conquest of Visigothic Hispania. On 19 July 711, the armies of King Roderick were defeated by Muslim troops under the command of Tariq ibn Ziyad on the banks of the river Guadalete in Andalusia. Over the next three years, between 711 and 714, almost the entire Iberian peninsula came under the rule of Islamic leaders from North Africa, echoing the pattern of whirlwind conquests that preceded the supremacy of the Umayyad dynasty of caliphs in Damascus. It was part of a sequence of invasion, conquest and expansion that had created the ancient Roman and Persian Empires, as well as the new Islamic superpower.


In that context, the events of 711 were familiar, yet unique. No one could have anticipated the indelible impact the decisions and actions of these four men would have on the history of both Spain and Europe. Their intense personal antagonisms, rivalries, betrayals and desires reflected the widespread upheavals born of the collapse of the empires of antiquity and the construction of a new world order created by the empire of Islam. Yet the history of the dawn of Islam in Europe was forged in a climate of both conflict and cooperation, inspiring a narrative thread that would be woven into foundation myths of extraordinary importance and longevity, and whose dominant strands were ambiguity and hybridity.


The Tragedy of Roderick


In the remote desert of Jordan, traversed only by Bedouin tribes, lies the ruined palace of Qusayr ‘Amra, its reddish stone blending into the tones of the barren landscape. Built as a retreat for the Umayyad sultans, this eighth-century relic is famous for its magnificent wall paintings, especially the Six Kings fresco. A fragmented image of a vital moment in ancient times, it shows six kings gesturing towards an enthroned figure encircled by a nimbus on the wall opposite. This royal personage appears to be a caliph, whose pre-eminence the kings are acknowledging in a visual statement of Islamic imperial power.1 The emperors of Byzantium and Persia are there, along with the Negus of Abyssinia, their rich robes and crowns faded yet still symbolic of greatness, while the images of two other sovereigns, maybe from India and China, have deteriorated beyond recognition.


The sixth monarch is the most unexpected, as his depiction personifies the earliest known record of Roderick, aside from coins minted during his brief reign. The fresco was painted sometime between 711 and 715, at the end of the Umayyad caliph al-Walid I’s reign in Damascus, and precedes all written accounts of Roderick’s monarchy. He is aligned, not with the authority and power of Byzantium or Christianity, as on the Visigothic coins, but with that of the Muslim empire. Roderick is without question a king conquered by Islam, and if not subjugated by it, then certainly deferential to its military power. He was a Christian ruler, and the image also hints at Islam’s superiority over his religion. Roderick himself is an ambiguous, Janus-like figure, looking back towards Christian imperialism and forward to the new empire of Islam. Most crucially, Roderick’s fractured portrait and its context represent the first ever allusion to the dramatic loss of his kingdom in the Muslim conquest of 711.


The last Visigothic king of Spain is a man shrouded in legends, whose actions were governed by circumstances and by a destiny that prevailed over a conflicted, ambivalent personality. We know only the barest details about Roderick, who was probably a duke and military commander. Even his accession to the throne in 710 was bedevilled by murky conflict. The warlike Visigoths had entered Hispania, the Roman name for Spain, in the early fifth century AD and made Toledo their capital city. Their legacy of learned literature, fine arts and crafts, a pioneering legal system and a strong tradition of Catholic Christianity was diminished by endless coups and feuding, and, by the early eighth century, their kingdom was corrupt and decadent. After the death of the dissolute King Witiza in 710, certain Visigothic noblemen ignored the claims of his sons and encouraged Roderick to take the throne in a bold coup d’état, despite accusations that he was a usurper and not a direct heir to the crown.2 The early Latin Mozarabic Chronicle of 754 (Crónica mozárabe de 754) states that ‘Roderick seized the throne with force and at the instance of the Senate’.3 This account carries great weight due to its early date, and is the best-informed source on this era, reflecting a Christian viewpoint, though its brevity renders it ambiguous, if not cryptic. The narrative is framed by the principle that divine providence was the agent of history, and the conquest of 711 looms large as a catastrophic event on a par with the fall of Troy, a punishment for the sexual corruption and decadence of the Visigothic realm. The narrator blames Roderick’s ambition, as well as the treachery and cowardice of those around him.


The events of 711 were infused with an apocalyptic quality for both Christian and Arab historians, who merged history with legend, above all in the earliest Arabic chronicles, some of which construct that Muslim victory as the fulfilment of a prophetic, supernatural warning sent to Roderick. The king’s ambition, combined with a boldness that verged on the foolhardy, are vital aspects of his character in one legend, which tells of an enchanted tower near Toledo, allegedly built by Hercules. No Visigothic king had ever entered it, since a curse was laid upon it that forbade its violation. Each newly crowned king came to the tower and added another lock to the door, for fear of breaking the spell. Against the advice of his counsellors, Roderick ignored the evil hex and broke in, only to find auguries of his own downfall prefigured in the depiction of Arab horsemen on the walls inside. The curse was set out in an Arabic inscription forewarning the reader that whoever broke the locks would lose his kingdom to the men depicted in the frescos.


The Betrayal of Count Julian


Roderick’s fate was inextricably entwined with a man named only once in the Mozarabic Chronicle – Urbanus, though he is more usually referred to as Count Julian. Even less is known about him than of Roderick, yet all Arab sources are unequivocal in underlining the crucial importance of Julian’s actions. We do know that he was a Christian based on the north African coast. Several historians describe him as Roderick’s governor in Ceuta, which was then under Visigothic control, though the Muslim chronicler Ibn al-Qutiyya (d. 977) wrote of him as a merchant who brought Roderick fine horses and falcons from Tangiers. Julian is said to have had a beautiful daughter, whom he sent to the Visigothic court at Toledo to be educated. That decision unleashed a chain of events with disastrous consequences for Roderick, who became passionately involved with her. She subsequently became known as La Cava, the Whore, and when the king’s illicit relationship with her came to Julian’s attention, he was furious at her dishonour and Roderick’s betrayal of his trust. He conceived a terrible revenge, colluding traitorously with the Muslims to expedite the occupation of Spain.4


This saga of transgressive passion, vengeance and treason has been retold throughout the centuries as a way of explaining what was viewed as a disastrous defeat for Christian Spain. The ensuing conquest of the peninsula by mixed Arab and Berber tribes gave rise to a defining myth for the Spanish people, in which Roderick’s love affair with La Cava was seen as the original cause of war, leading to the cataclysm of invasion and a powerful Arab presence in Spain for over 700 years. While the existence of Roderick and Julian is certain, no historical evidence remains to prove the existence of La Cava, later known as Florinda, nor is it clear whether she had a love affair with the king or whether she was a victim of rape. Roderick would not have been the first monarch to abuse his power through sexual violation, and the Muslim conquest of Spain was an event of such magnitude that a narrative of mythical scope was needed to justify, reconcile, or simply answer the question of why it happened. Christian legend makes it clear that, from the perspective of the conquered, the loss of the Visigothic kingdom to Islam was God’s punishment for sexual corruption, dishonour and betrayal.


The Triumph of Tariq


On 29 April 711, a Berber chieftain and governor of Tangiers, who was once a slave, sailed at the orders of the governor of North Africa, Musa ibn Nusayr, on a surprise raid of the south coast of Spain, with several thousand troops. Legend has it that he burned all his boats on landing and climbed to the top of a towering rocky outcrop to scrutinize the fertile plains and wide sandy bay below. He was Tariq ibn Ziyad, whose name lives on today in the place where he landed, Jabal al-Tariq, the Arabic name for Gibraltar. Like that of Roderick, the life of Tariq ibn Ziyad is a patchwork of fiction and truth, of fragments pieced together as part of the much broader story of Islam’s first arrival in Europe. He too was a man of destiny, beginning life as a slave and rising to enduring prominence, his ambitions entangled with those of his mentor and rival Musa ibn Nusayr. Long before the events of 711, in the 630s, an Arab Christian was captured in Iraq by the Quraysh tribe, became a slave and then a freed mawla or affiliate of the Umayyad clan. Musa was his son. In the first decade of the eighth century, Musa led the Muslim forces across North Africa into Tangiers, becoming Umayyad governor of North Africa, then known as Ifriqiya. His troops were partly Arabs, but mainly Berbers, formidable fighters whom he had originally been sent to attack. As soon as he had a foothold in North Africa, Musa maintained a strategy of respecting Berber traditions without enforcing Islam; this was highly successful, leading to the religious conversion of many Berbers, who then joined his army, making him at once their conqueror and their general. One of them was probably Tariq. Musa’s victories had taken the Muslim armies as far as the north-westernmost tip of Africa, and all before them was sea – where should they go next? The historian David Levering Lewis regarded Musa as a ‘visionary jihadist’, the finest Islamic military strategist west of Damascus.5 In 710, at the age of seventy, this exceptional soldier knew what he must do. He embarked on a bold mission to bring the message of Islam to Visigothic Hispania and beyond, into the declining Roman Empire.


Musa knew his Berber mawla Tariq ibn Ziyad was a magnificent horseman and natural leader, and had already appointed him as governor of Tangiers, capital of the Maghreb, after its capture early in 710. Now, he planned to send Tariq north, across the narrow strait of water that separated North Africa and Hispania, whose peoples had traded with each other for centuries, but not under the banner of Islam. On Musa’s orders, a small Berber raiding party of about 500 men, led by Tarif ibn Malik, had already crossed over to the peninsula in August 710, landing where the present-day city of Tarifa stands, which took his name. Tarif and his men were the first Muslims to set foot on European soil. The local Christians fled and Tarif returned laden with booty, bringing tidings of the rich pickings to be had. But, next time, things took a more serious turn. Arabic sources relate that, before Tariq ibn Ziyad crossed the Strait of Gibraltar with between 7,000 and 12,000 Berber troops in boats supplied by Count Julian, he had a dream in which the Prophet assured him that Christian Hispania was destined for Islam. It would take a terrible battle, a holy war, before that dream was fulfilled.


When Tariq landed on the southern shore, Roderick was as far away as he could be, fighting his first recorded campaign against the Basques, in the north of the peninsula. In panic, he hurried south, meeting Tariq’s invading army as they were en route to Cordoba, in the valley of the river Guadalete, near Medina-Sidonia. In The Breath of Perfume, the historian al-Maqqari evokes the scene as Tariq harangues his men before battle, in the words that begin this chapter, promising them the rewards of untold riches and beautiful women.6 That battle ended Roderick’s reign and the Visigothic kingdom with it, his demise no doubt hastened by his predecessor’s usurped sons, who colluded with the Arabs, deserting their king in his final hour of need. The Arab and Berber victory in that year of Ramadan 92, less than a hundred years since the birth of Islam, was astonishing in its speed and finality. The Muslim army, far outnumbered by Roderick’s troops and unfamiliar with the lie of the land, were lightning fast on their small Arab horses, and their improvised tactics were not familiar to the Visigoths, who moved in Roman-style squadrons from set positions. The mayhem of the Visigothic retreat before the Berber cavalry was later vividly imagined in a painting by the nineteenth-century artist Salvador Martínez Cubells.


The result was the slaughter of almost all the Visigothic nobility, a scene of devastation lamented in a famous series of ballads on Roderick’s demise, though his final fate remains a mystery. His white horse was found, still saddled, but Roderick’s body was never discovered. One legend has it that he escaped to Portugal, where he has a tombstone in Viseu, while another claims that one of his gold sandals was found in the river Guadalete. The unresolved question of his death opened the door for future generations to challenge the truth of the old story, revisiting the cultural and emotional site of conquest and rewriting the history of 711 in an attempt to confront and resolve tensions between Christianity and Islam, Europe and Arabia.7


What had been a cataclysm for Christian historians barely caused a ripple in Damascus. The events of 711 were reported by Arab chroniclers as the fulfilment of the general expansionist policy of the government of Damascus, part of the much wider Islamic conquest taking place outside the Peninsula and late Roman Empire. Strictly historical elements were infused with fiction and fantasy, sometimes designed to reinforce the validity of Islam’s message, evident in its military triumph. In ‘The City of Brass’, a tale in One Thousand and One Nights, Musa ibn Nusayr is ordered to explore a strange Andalusian city with towers of brass; inside the city’s palace, he finds the embalmed corpse of a beautiful woman, surrounded by jewels and gold treasure. His soldier Talib, a thinly disguised Tariq ibn Ziyad, wants to seize the treasure, but Musa advises him to refrain. Ignoring the warning, Talib is slaughtered by two statues as he attempts to steal the booty. This may seem far-fetched, but it contains a seed of historical truth in its allusions to the violent greed of Tariq’s Muslim army, and to the repercussions of Tariq’s incursions, which sparked a burning rivalry between Tariq and Musa that would eventually bring about the great general’s downfall.


After his victory on 19 July 711, Tariq decided to press on towards the Visigothic capital of Toledo despite the loss of a quarter of his army. He split his remaining men into divisions, one heading to Cordoba, led by Mughith al-Rumi, where the Muslims entered through a breach in the colossal Roman walls to find a welcome from the city’s Jewish population. The Visigothic governor and the Christian army fled and were slaughtered on the road to Toledo. Their execution sent a fatal message to those who resisted, but those who surrendered were shown tolerance. When Mughith moved on, he left a garrison of Jews, Christians and a few Muslims in charge of defending the city – the first instance of an alliance between peoples of the three faiths, something that would become such an important feature of life in medieval Spain.


After finding fresh horses at Écija, Tariq pressed on in the burning heat to Toledo, along the old Roman road from Jaén, and arrived to find a city almost deserted, save for its Jewish population. Tariq was after a priceless treasure, the Table of Solomon, son of David, believed to have entered Spain with Alaric the Visigoth in the fifth century, and of great mystical resonance as well as monetary value. The ninth-century historian al-Hakam recounts what happened at the fortress of Firas, near Toledo, which was under the command of Roderick’s nephew:


Tarik said: ‘Hand over the Table to me’, which he did; it had gold decoration and precious stones such as he had never seen. Tarik removed one of its legs together with its ornamentation of gold and jewels and made a replacement leg for it. The Table was valued at 200,000 dinars because of its precious stones. Tarik took all the jewels, armour, gold, silver and plate he found there . . . He collected it all up and went to Cordova, where he made his base. He then wrote to Musa b. Nusayr informing him of the successful conquest of Spain and of the booty he had acquired . . .8


Tariq’s astuteness in replacing a leg of the priceless table turned out to be crucial upon his return to Damascus. But, for the time being, his mission was fulfilled. By the autumn of 714, the Muslim victory was complete and Hispania had become al-Andalus, the Arabic name for the region now under Muslim rule.


The Undoing of Musa


The bond between Tariq and Musa was akin to that between Roderick and Julian: a relationship between master and subordinate, in which the subordinate brought about the downfall of his master. After the conquest of Toledo, Musa’s mawla and general, Tariq, became the effective governor of al-Andalus. After being apprised of Tariq’s victory, Musa arrived a year later, it is said, with an army of 18,000 Berbers and Arabs, who besieged Seville for three months before it surrendered, and then moved on to capture Mérida, the capital of Lusitania, now western Spain and modern Portugal. Musa then marched north to meet Tariq at Toledo, leaving his son Abd al-Aziz in the south. Arab historians record Abd al-Aziz’s forging of a prototype treaty with the Duke of Murcia, the generous terms of which revealed Musa’s policy of cooperation with the indigenous peoples.


It was in Toledo that things began to go wrong. Tariq and Musa argued over Tariq’s booty; at the same time, Mughith al-Rumi, who had been sent to Caliph al-Walid I in Damascus to inform him of events in al-Andalus, returned with orders for Musa to withdraw and report to al-Walid in person. The caliph feared the campaign was a distraction from Umayyad plans to attack Constantinople – an alluring yet dangerous prospect that would require significant manpower. Musa made the fateful decision to ignore the caliph’s demands and capitalize on the advances already made by his troops. Instead of returning to Damascus, he headed north and joined forces with Tariq, their conquests reaching as far north as Oviedo and the Bay of Biscay. Only the small kingdom of Asturias remained unconquered.


Once Muslim governors were in place throughout the peninsula, Musa headed back to Damascus with the booty. Tariq preceded him, having already sent severed heads wrapped in camphor-soaked cloth along with gold rings and bejewelled swords to the capital as proof of his impressive victory. As fate would have it, Musa’s arrival coincided with the caliph being taken ill, so his brother Sulayman took charge and asked Musa to delay his grand cavalcade from entering the city. Musa ignored the request and triumphantly processed into the city, laying his booty before the languishing al-Walid, who died a few days later.


This was his undoing, and Musa’s triumph soon turned to tribulation. Not only did he incur the new caliph Sulayman’s displeasure, but his own mawla, Tariq, the man he had raised to greatness, turned against him. The Persian historian Ibn al-Faqīh described Musa’s attempts to claim the glory for the discovery of the Table of Solomon and the conquest of Spain. In his account, he records a showdown between Musa and Tariq in the presence of Caliph al-Walid. Tariq claimed he, not Musa, had discovered the table, but Musa accused him of lying: ‘So Tarik said to al-Walid “Send for the Table”. The caliph looked at its foot; it was not the same as the others. Tarik said “Ask him about it”. So al-Walid asked Musa and he replied “I got it like this”. Tarik then brought the real foot, that he himself had removed and al-Walid realized that he had been telling the truth.’9 Musa was stripped of his rank, and his booty, including the Table of Solomon, was confiscated. Even worse fortune befell him when his son Abd al-Aziz was murdered by a group of Arabs. His head was sent to the caliph in the presence of his father, who was cruelly asked if he recognized it. Musa never recovered his reputation, dying at the age of about seventy-five, in 715. In contrast, Tariq’s fate remains mysterious, as no historian mentions him again.


The Muslim conquest of Spain in 711 sprang from a set of political, religious and cultural circumstances refracted through the lives of these four powerful men, whose decisions had colossal repercussions. Our understanding of their interaction is woven from a patchwork of fragments, a partial knowledge of events, laced with legend and pieced together from the words of the earliest Christian historians, who saw history as moral philosophy, and from the records of their later Arab counterparts, who tended to write history as victory propaganda. Dominant notes of violence and invasion, conquest and empire, religious difference and cooperation modulate the actions of the men whose lives hover in the margins of historical narratives.


The first crucial encounters between Muslims and western Christians began at the Rock of Gibraltar and were played out on the banks of the river Guadalete and in the streets of Visigothic Toledo. The long, glorious history of al-Andalus arose out of one complex defining event that engendered strife and violence between individuals and peoples, while later being marked by pragmatic collaboration and tolerance. Yet, as European Christendom first began to absorb the reality of the Islamic presence on the continent, cooperation and alliance were far from the minds of Catholic clerics and intellectuals. The perceived threat to the Christian faith found expression in a verbal animosity that was to spread through theological writing, history and fictional literature, as authors and poets harnessed their linguistic virtuosity to demonize the Prophet and his supposedly heretical religion.











CHAPTER 3


WORDS OF HOSTILITY: 
THE FABRICATION OF OTHERNESS



‘Words, so innocent and powerless as they are, standing in a dictionary, how potent for good and evil they become in the hands of one who knows how to combine them.’


Nathanial Hawthorne, 1848


IN SCROLLS, CODICES and illuminated manuscripts painstakingly crafted on metal, parchment, vellum or paper, the written foundations of Judaism, Christianity and Islam came into being, and the followers of these religions became known in Islamic belief as peoples of the Book, united by revelation and scripture. The three religions are grounded in their texts of holy power – the Jewish Torah, which includes the first five books of the Christian Old Testament, the Christian Bible and the Muslim Koran – and a written culture based on scholarship and learning is fundamental to the religious life and customs of these faiths. The compilers of these holy texts harnessed the potency of language to create living testimonies that persuaded, instructed and guided their readers in the search for divine truths. Nonetheless, language is inherently ambiguous, its written objectives often as pernicious as they are pious. While eastern Christianity, which included the Syriac, Coptic, Greek and Armenian branches of the Church, has had a long history of close, often constructive engagement with Islam, the antipathy towards Muslims expressed by certain early medieval Christian historians left a tenacious and negative legacy that fostered intolerance and religious prejudice often linked to race, accentuated ideas of difference and sharpened religious identities.


In the early centuries of Islamic conquest, eastern Christians were ambivalent towards the new religion. They began to assert their faith in theological works composed in Syriac and Arabic that sought to stem the tide of conversions to Islam, which were encouraged by the eighth Umayyad caliph Umar (r. 717–20). During his brief reign, he had adopted an enlightened policy of tolerance towards the dhimmis, the subject populations of Islamic conquest. But the earliest productive encounters between the two religions came in the form of exchanges of letters and debates between Muslim and Christian theologians. In one instance of a face-to-face encounter, the Iraqi patriarch Timothy I (d. 823) had a discussion in 781 with the third Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi (744–85), in which the latter raised objections to the nature of God and the image of Christ, claiming that Christians had corrupted their scriptures.1 Timothy was known for his diplomacy, and while defending his own faith against these accusations, he also showed an open mind in acknowledging the goodness of the Prophet: ‘Muhammad deserves the praise of all reasonable men because he walked the path of the prophets and of the lovers of God.’ Thirty years later, at the court of Caliph al-Ma’mun (r. 813–33), formal debates were held in which members of each religion discussed the principles and practices of their creeds openly and freely. It was an intellectual environment where Christians played a crucial role as wordsmiths in the caliph’s project to translate scientific and cultural works from Syriac and Greek into Arabic, a task of immense importance that eventually led to the creation of the famous translation school known as the House of Wisdom in Baghdad.


These dialogues, while always polemical, were often profitable and sought what the two religious communities had in common, but such exchanges stopped in the mid-ninth century due to a change in attitude towards Christians on the part of Caliph al-Mutawakkil (822–61). Despite these early interchanges, a number of Syrian Christians had expressed their antagonism to Islam openly. Other eastern Christian writers wrote in apocalyptic terms of Islam as the religion of the Antichrist, while some saw it as a deviant heresy derived from Christianity. Sometime in the late seventh century, a Syriac priest recorded his thoughts on the Islamic conquest of the Near East, giving it authority by pretending it was written by a fourth-century Church father, Methodius, hence its arcane title, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius. He believed that the sons of Ishmael had risen from the desert as God’s punishment for the depraved sexual behaviour of Christians, whose alleged sins included homosexuality, cross-dressing and swinging. The Apocalypse was translated into Greek and Latin in the early eighth century and had a strong influence on western Christian views of Islam for centuries to come. The ninth-century chronicler Dionysius of Tel-Mahre, patriarch of Antioch (d. 845) and head of the Syrian Orthodox Church, described Muslims as ‘the most despised and disregarded of the peoples of the earth’, despite conceding that the ‘sons of Ishmael’ had liberated his peoples from the oppression of imperial Rome.2


These perceptions underlined the initial view of Christian writers that Islam had been sent by God as a punishment for their sins, but it had also now become a serious rival, comparable with Christianity itself. Around the time of the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, Yuhanna ibn Mansur ibn Sarjun, otherwise known as John of Damascus (d. 749), wrote his own version of anti-Muslim propaganda. John came from a prominent Damascene family and was in his late thirties by the time the Muslim conquest of al-Andalus was complete in 714. His father was probably an Arab Christian who spoke no Greek, but John had a foot in both Christian and Islamic worlds as an ascetic and Church elder, and also as one of the chief financial administrators of two Umayyad caliphs, Abd al-Malik (r. 685–705) and al-Walid I (r. 705–15). In about 725, John abandoned city life and his role in the caliphate for one of religious seclusion. In the ancient monastery of Mar Saba, hewn out of the yellowish rocks of the Kidron Valley in Palestine, where he would end his days, he cloistered himself away to write over 1,500 pages of religious reflections and treatises.


Few of those pages addressed Islam directly, but those that did made a lasting impression. In On the Heresies, Islam appears merely as the last of a hundred different heresies that had beset the Church, showing that John considered it a deviant form of Christianity rather than a religion in its own right. Long before the tradition of debates had been established at the Islamic court, John wrote his seminal Dialogue between a Saracen and a Christian, a defence of Christianity that offered practical arguments to use when confronted with Islamic scepticism. In the written argument, the monk asks a hypothetical Muslim counterpart to prove, among other things, the legitimacy of the Prophet’s revelations, given that Muhammad experienced them alone in the desert, unlike the revelations made to Moses, who received God’s law on Mount Sinai before a large crowd of people. Through this hypothetical debate, John developed one of the first Christian refutations of Islam.


Far to the west, on the remote Scottish island of Iona, sometime in the 680s, Adamnan, a local abbot, had a chance meeting with Arculf, a Frankish bishop who had been on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, but was shipwrecked on the shores of Iona on his return journey. As he recovered in Adamnan’s care, he told him of his travels to Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Alexandria and Constantinople. The abbot then wove Arculf’s story into a book, On the Holy Sites, which found its way to the monastery of Jarrow, near Newcastle – a renowned centre of medieval learning, with the largest library north of the Alps. There, it chanced to fall into the hands of the Venerable Bede, the Anglo-Saxon scholar regarded as the father of English history, who spent most of his life at the monastery. Bede’s early views of the Arabs and Islam were formed in part by Arculf’s account and in part by the work of the Spanish saint Isidore. At first, Bede wrote of the distant Muslim conquerors, whom he calls Saracens, with some admiration and little sense that they had become a new world power. He described Arabia as a land of sweet-smelling myrrh and mentions the Saracen caliph Muawiya’s alliance with the Christians against the Jews of Jerusalem.


At that time, Bede had little knowledge of or interest in the details of the new religion. Historians and intellectuals far into the Middle Ages followed the same path, turning to the Bible for an explanation of exactly who the Saracens were. In the famous Latin translation of the Bible by St Jerome (347–420), the Book of Genesis describes the Saracens as descendants of the biblical figure Ishmael, the firstborn son of Abraham with an Egyptian slave, Hagar, his wife Sarah’s handmaid. When Sarah herself later conceived a child, Isaac, she sent Hagar and Ishmael away. In Genesis 17.20, God speaks of Ishmael to Abraham: ‘Behold, I have blessed him, and will make him fruitful and will multiply him, exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will make him a great nation.’ Ishmael, forebear of the Ishmaelites or Hagarenes and an ancestor of Muhammad, is described in the Koran sura 19.54 as ‘a man of his word, an apostle and a prophet’, and was buried with his mother next to the Ka’aba. He is also seen in Muslim tradition as the common father of the Abrahamic religions. Yet Jerome, and Bede after him, had a more negative interpretation. Jerome pointed out that the angel of the Lord told Hagar in the desert that her son ‘will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man’s hand against him’ (Genesis 16.12). He deduced that therefore the Saracens were wanderers of no fixed abode, who invaded all nations and were attacked by all; as desert marauders, their wildness and aggression formed the inherited character traits of the line of Ishmael. Bede added to the negativity by claiming that ‘Agareni’, or Hagarenes, derives not from the name Hagar but from the Hebrew word ger, meaning ‘enemy’. Both Jerome and Bede fomented the belief that Ishmael, the illegitimate son, the exiled outcast and father of the wandering warrior tribes, prefigured the advancing Saracen armies of Islam.


By the time Bede embarked on his great work, the Ecclesiastical History of the English People, around AD 731, the threat of Saracen invaders, who had by then reached Frankish Gaul, was on the horizon. He recorded the emergence of two comets around the sun in AD 729, visible for a fortnight, at which time ‘. . . a swarm of Saracens ravaged Gaul with horrible slaughter; but after a brief interval in that country they paid the penalty of their wickedness’.3 Bede makes no reference to their religion – to him, they were more non-Christian invaders, without legitimacy. It was the changing of the imperial guard that was more important; it had brought new protagonists to the western Christian territories in the form of the Germanic kings, Catholics who deferred to the Church as the heir of imperial Rome. While verbal hostility towards Islam and the Saracens set the mood in the west of the old Roman Empire, the Muslims took their holy war further north into what is now central and southern France. Three battles distinguish the history of this time as focal points in the wider struggle for territory and religious supremacy between the advancing soldiers of Islam and the warriors of the Christian west. They took place in Covadonga in northern Spain, Poitiers in central France and at the Roncevaux Pass in the Pyrenees. Each conflict came to be seen as decisive in very different ways, not so much on the basis of known facts, but as a result of the historical and poetic constructions later placed on them.


The Battle of Covadonga


After Musa and Tariq had been ordered to return to Damascus in 714, a homecoming that had ended in disgrace for Musa, Caliph Sulayman ibn Abd al-Malik picked up the gauntlet thrown down by the Prophet Muhammad in the letter he had sent the emperor Heraclius asking him to surrender and convert to Islam. Sulayman deployed his great army and navy to besiege Constantinople in 717–18. It was a disaster, a shock defeat of the Muslim war machine by the wily emperor Leo III, and it prompted the caliphate to reassess the scope for expanding the Islamic conquest north of Iberia instead. In the wake of this unexpected setback, in around 719, the armies of Muslim Iberia moved north into Gaul, still under Visigothic rule, and seized the city of Narbonne, which became the capital of Muslim Septimania, now south-east France. The western territories conquered by Islam were expanding, but the new rulers had sidestepped an area along the coastal regions of central northern Spain, the harsh, mountainous geography of which made it virtually impenetrable and unassailable. The newly established emirate of Cordoba in the south took little notice of a growing band of Christian rebels who inhabited these remote crags and valleys of the north.


The leader of the Christian resistance was the fabled Pelagius (Pelayo, in Spanish), who first appears in a ninth-century Spanish annal, the Chronicle of Albelda. A born rebel, he is said to have been a grand-nephew of King Roderick, making his home in the mountain fastnesses of the north after being expelled from Toledo. Time has obscured much of his story and there are gaps in the manuscripts, hints and partial explanations that were and still are open to interpretation. It seems that Pelagius made a stand by refusing to pay the jizya, the tax on non-Muslims, and by attacking the small Umayyad garrisons guarding the northern reaches of the peninsula. Some records say a Muslim expedition was sent expressly to punish Pelagius for his insurgency. Others claim that Muslim troops returning from their first defeat in the west, when they had been overcome by Frankish forces at Toulouse on 9 July 721, determined to put Pelagius in his place on their way home. They arrived in the Asturian mountains, headed by the commanders Alqama and Munuza, in May 722, ready to take on the rebellious Christian nobleman. Refusing to surrender, the guerrilla leader and his band of followers, possibly as few as 300 men, fled to the cave of Covadonga, in a narrow valley amid high mountains.


A battle began, during which the Christian rebels shot arrows and threw stones from higher ground until, at a vital moment, Pelagius led his soldiers out from the cave into the valley, surprising the Muslims, whom they routed, and killing their leader Alqama. In Cordoba, the reaction was minimal – the eleventh-century Muslim historian Ibn Hayyan later wrote: ‘What are thirty barbarians perched on a rock? They must inevitably die.’4 For the Christians, though, it was a splendid victory that would be magnified out of all proportion by local chroniclers and would eventually become the foundational story of the kingdom of Asturias, with Pelagius as its first king. The Battle of Covadonga became a symbol of Christian resistance to Muslim rule, and Asturias the cradle of what would later be known as the Christian Reconquest of Spain.



The Highway of the Martyrs – the Battle of Poitiers



The Battle of the Highway of the Martyrs, as the Muslims call it – or, for Christians, the battle of Poitiers* – was the first significant defeat of Muslim military forces by Frankish armies. But it is scarcely remembered in the twenty-first century, though it has mythical status for certain historians. On 10 October 732,5 the emperor Charlemagne’s grandfather, Charles Martel, and his Frankish and Aquitainian troops met the army of the Umayyad emir of al-Andalus, al-Ghafiqi, on a plain familiar to Martel, outside the village of Moussais-la-Bataille, between Tours and Poitiers in today’s western France. Al-Ghafiqi had marched his troops, possibly as many as 30,000, from Zaragoza, through the northern mountain passes of the Pyrenees, into Basque Aquitaine, on a mission to conquer south-western Gaul. His army had reached Poitiers, on the old imperial highway, and his soldiers set about plundering the tomb of St Hilary, stripping it of gold and precious stones before torching the building.


The destruction of Christian Gaul’s most sacred basilica was a catastrophe for the Christian Franks, and a desecration of their religious treasures. In retaliation, Charles Martel attacked al-Ghafiqi, and brutal fighting lasted for seven days, during which the badly outnumbered Frankish squadrons managed to hold off al-Ghafiqi’s army. The greed for booty was the downfall of the Muslim army; many troops broke away to rescue their stashes of rich plunder from Poitiers, leaving their commander al-Ghafiqi unprotected. When he was killed by an arrow fired by the Frankish infantry, it proved disastrous. The next day, the ethnic and tribal groups of the Muslim army failed to agree on who they should appoint as their new commander and the army was forced to beat a hasty retreat. Charles Martel’s hard-won victory marked the first important Islamic defeat in their campaign of conquest in the west.


On this basis alone, the battle was highly significant, but just how significant has given rise to ambivalence, even to quite opposing views. Historians from Edward Gibbon onwards have claimed the Battle of Poitiers was one of the great decisive battles of world history, saving Christian Europe and western civilization itself, while others have viewed it as a conflict glorified by the propaganda of the papacy and the Franks, important but not crucial. Arab historians have paid scant attention to it. After all, the Battle of Poitiers did not stop Arab incursions into Frankish territory, which continued for some years afterwards. Muslim expansion north of Iberia was halted far more convincingly by the civil wars that plagued the caliphate in the form of Berber uprisings in North Africa, which led to Berber unrest in al-Andalus.6


But what makes the Battle of Poitiers a genuinely key event in the history of encounters between Christians and Muslims west of the Islamic empire is the importance of its modern legacy. The popular historian Philip Guedalla’s short alternative history of western Europe under Muslim rule was written in 1931. His vision of Granada as the great centre of enlightened culture whose informed policies were respected across the continent in contemporary times was definitively quashed.7 The dominant historical theme became the crucial role of the battle in defining western Europe as Christian rather than Muslim, the latter scenario seemingly averted by the Frankish Christian defeat of the Islamic jihadists. From this perspective, the early-twentieth-century German historian Hans Delbrück claimed there was no more important battle in the history of the world. Yet the American historian David Levering Lewis, writing in the first decade of the twenty-first century, argued outspokenly that, instead of saving western Europe from Islamic dominion, the Christian victory largely fostered ‘the creation of an economically retarded, balkanized, fratricidal Europe, that, in defining itself in opposition to Islam, made virtues out of religious persecution, cultural particularism and hereditary aristocracy.’8



The Battle of Roncesvalles



Out of the shadows of the late eleventh century, an unknown poet composed France’s oldest surviving poetic work, the Song of Roland. The stirring deeds and tragic demise of Roland, count of the march of Brittany, who died fighting for the emperor Charlemagne in the Spanish Pyrenees in the late eighth century, have been immortalized not only in France’s national epic, but in the glorious stained-glass windows of the abbey of Saint-Denis and Chartres cathedral. This tale of chivalric heroes, or chanson de geste, paints Roland as a model of knightly virtue, fighting for Christianity and for the Frankish kingdoms against the Muslim enemy. But this is the creation, albeit magisterial, of the poet’s imagination. The historical reality was entirely different.


It began with tribal conflict among the Muslim leaders of al-Andalus. The new Umayyad emirate of Cordoba was independent of the Abbasid caliphs of Damascus, and its first emir, Abd al-Rahman I, had grown powerful. The Muslim governors further north remained loyal to the Abbasid regime and saw their independence threatened by Cordoba. Meanwhile, much further north, at the Diet of Paderborn in 777, Charlemagne, king of the Franks, presided over his clergy and noblemen inside the huge wooden hall built for the occasion. They were concluding their discussions on the religious and secular regulations of the new Carolingian regime when some unexpected guests interrupted their deliberations. Three leaders from the northern lands of al-Andalus – Sulayman ibn al Arabi, governor of Barcelona and Girona, al-Husayn, the custodian of Zaragoza, and the unnamed governor of Huesca – had made the long journey north to propose a military alliance with Charlemagne against the emirate of Cordoba. The plan was to their mutual advantage and would enable the Frankish armies to invade and occupy northern Spain, giving Charlemagne access to Zaragoza, while giving the rebel towns security against incursions from the south.


Charlemagne had just conquered the fearsome Saxons and was widely seen as the defender of Christianity. It seemed a divinely ordained opportunity to bolster his frontiers and create a buffer zone between him and Abd al-Rahman I, with booty thrown in. He agreed to the Muslims’ plan and, in the summer of 778, mustered two huge armies of up to 25,000 men, among them Roland, commander of the elite Breton cavalry. They were to cross the Pyrenees and converge on Zaragoza, endorsed by Pope Hadrian I, who saw this campaign as the struggle of Christianity against the threat of Islam, a holy war against the Hagarenes, enemies of God. But the great scheme was ill fated. Charlemagne reached the gates of Zaragoza in May 778 to find that al-Husayn had changed his allegiance and now supported the Cordoba emirate; entry was barred to the Franks. Suspecting treachery, Charlemagne besieged the city for a month before cutting his losses and abandoning the whole enterprise, destroying the Basque city of Pamplona in an act of revenge on his way back.


Worse was to follow. As his army crossed the Pyrenees at Roncesvalles – Orreaga, in Basque – Count Roland, bravest of the brave as the Song of Roland states, held back to see the baggage wagons, laden with Spanish jewels, coins and silks, wend their way through the narrow, perilous mountain pass. On the morning of 15 August 778, they were assailed by a calamitous rockfall and a deluge of arrows, with Roland and his men trapped between the baggage train below and their attackers above. Too late, Roland sounded the oliphant, his famous ivory battle horn, and, to a man, the entire Frankish rearguard was killed by a handful of Basque guerrillas determined to avenge the destruction of Pamplona.9


No contemporary written chronicle ever mentioned the battle. Perhaps no one dared do so while Charlemagne still lived. After his death, the emperor’s chronicler Einhard acknowledged the role of the Basques in what had been a significant military event, as did chroniclers sixty years later. The Battle of Roncesvalles put an end to any aspirations Charlemagne might have had to conquer Islamic Spain. But it is the influence the battle exerted that is remarkable, with the direst of defeats transformed into a national epic pitting Christians against Muslims. Whether or not the Song of Roland poet believed his work might inspire crusading Frenchmen to fight against the Saracen enemy, it lionizes Charlemagne as the champion of Christianity against Islam, creating what Levering Lewis calls ‘one of the great constitutive myths of Christendom’.10 This powerful poetic trickery framed historical events as an epic struggle between the two faiths, and the narrative persuasively reinforced religious and cultural divisions, provoking antagonism towards Islam in the minds and hearts of twelfth-century European Catholics.
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