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Jews, Christians, and Muslims, as we know, come from different religious traditions, but have many ties to each other. In fact, all the believers of these three religions refer back to Abraham . . . for whom they have a profound respect, although in different ways . . . If there is not an amiable peace among these religions, how can harmony in society be found?

From believers, from the representatives of religion, from persons who have spent so many years of their life in meditation on the sacred books, the world is waiting for a world of peace.

Pope John Paul II, April 30, 1991, to a conference of Christians, Muslims, and Jews
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Preface

On a sunny March morning in 2004, as Spanish commuters converged on a Madrid pulsing with the gathering energy common to rush hour in every large city of the world, ten bombs shredded four commuter trains. Nearly two hundred persons died within seconds, and Spain earned the dubious distinction of hosting the worst terrorist attack ever inflicted on mainland Europe.

But who had attacked? Government authorities immediately fingered ETA, acronym for a notorious separatist group boasting a decades-long résumé of terror in the cause of prying their Basque homeland from the grip of Spain’s federal government.

Then the plot thickened. Authorities backpedaled as ETA’s political wing disavowed Basque involvement in the tragedy and Islamist terrorists proudly claimed responsibility. The world shuddered to wonder whether the masterminds of the September 11 attacks on New York’s twin towers had inaugurated a transatlantic phase of their gruesome campaign.

Spain had never suffered a worse terrorist incident, but she had suffered far bloodier days. For more than seven centuries, ending in 1492, Spain had been divided into a Muslim-ruled south and a Christian-ruled north. After one of the deadly clashes that punctuated crusading attempts to reclaim all Spain for Christendom, a jubilant monarch exulted, “On their side 100,000 armed [Muslim] men or more fell in the battle . . . [But] unless it be a miracle, hardly 25 or 30 Christians of our whole army fell. O what happiness!”

The Muslim extremists who claimed responsibility for Madrid’s train bombings may well have been recalling that bloody medieval day. They justified their attack as “settling old accounts with Spain, the Crusader.” In fact, the murky circumstances of March 11, 2004, eerily echoed Spain’s medieval past in other ways. By blaming Basque separatists for bloody havoc wrought by Muslim terrorists, government authorities had unwittingly reversed a monumental, nine-hundred-year-old propaganda injustice. The Song of Roland, by many estimates the medieval era’s greatest epic poem, climaxes with a Muslim sneak attack on a Christian army. Though such an ambush did actually occur, Basque bandits perpetrated the heinous assault, not the Muslims so roundly vilified in the Song of Roland. Roland’s twelfth-century anti-Muslim recriminations lingered; repeated again and again as decades piled up into centuries, they acquired the timeless certainty of the epic itself. Thus, medieval Muslims wrongly blamed for Basque transgressions gave way to twenty-first-century Basques wrongly blamed for Muslim violence. Both episodes, medieval and current, were freighted with the same heavy undertones of Muslim-Christian enmity.

I visited many of the places commemorated in the Roland saga in late September 2001. With the New York twin towers attacks still an open wound on the human psyche, I rattled around tourist sites scared empty of tourists. Spain’s churches, monuments, language, and literature are richly redolent of a unique, multifaith heritage. Muslims, Christians, and Jews had worked, worshipped, and interacted in Spain on a scale unparalleled and even unimaginable elsewhere in the medieval West. As I pondered the wound inflicted on my own native city of New York, I wondered what these medieval Christians, Muslims, and Jews might teach us in a twenty-first century still plagued by enmity among adherents of the world’s three great monotheistic religions.

Discerning medieval Spain’s lessons is no straightforward task. Madrid’s police investigators had it easier in March 2004. After dispassionately sifting shards of train wreckage and forensic evidence, they pieced together an objective narrative of that fateful day when so many innocent lives had been callously swept away on a late winter morning in central Madrid. Picking through the artifacts of humankind’s shared medieval story is less easy to do. Medieval Spain’s poets, historians, and chroniclers were anything but dispassionate. They peered at events through the prism of their own sacred books and beliefs. They manipulated religious rhetoric to pursue political agendas and vilified as enemies those who professed a different faith. They bore long-nursed grievances of their countrymen or coreligionists. They chose starting points of their liking when tracing the convoluted drama of their past, leading to narrative journeys that ineluctably corroborated their sympathies.

We’re too often guilty of the same. As our Muslim, Christian, and Jewish neighbors argue the righteousness of their respective causes, we readily pounce on their oversimplifications, prejudices, and self-interest; we’re less quick to subject our own hearts and minds to the same exacting scrutiny. We believe we already know how the Muslim, Christian, or Jew “ought” to feel; we have little need, therefore, to listen to his or her story. We focus on the dogmatic differences that divide us, seldom considering that we are united in common worship of the same God of Abraham.

Roland the medieval epic hero rallied comrades for battle by boiling down Muslim-Christian confrontation to conveniently simple terms: “The pagans [Muslims] are wrong and the Christians are right.” Such simplicity certainly appealed to Roland’s warrior colleagues, and Madrid’s terrorists of 2004 undoubtedly reassured themselves in some similar fashion.

Medieval Spain’s enterprising, devout, imaginative, ambitious, and adventurous men and women forged a civilization that in many ways far outshone those elsewhere in Europe. They almost built the peaceful, common society that we must learn to build. But by clinging unblinkingly to the perceived black-and-white certainties of their respective causes, they all but destroyed the very wonder they created.

We risk the same, the stakes now higher. Technology has shrunk our world. Our globe has become, in some respects, no different from those tiny medieval Spanish villages where Muslims, Christians, and Jews rubbed shoulders on a daily basis. Technology delivers us each day the ideas, beliefs, and culture of those a half-world away, and technology renders us capable of instantaneously inflicting damage on those whose ideas offend, on a scale that would have been inconceivable to these medieval Spaniards.

All the more urgent, then, that we learn to heed wisdom sacred to Muslim, Christian, and Jew alike. Jesus told listeners that the greatest commandment was to love God above all things and “Love your neighbor as yourself.” He was, of course, echoing Yahweh’s revelation to Moses atop Mt. Sinai. The Quran frames one starkly relevant dimension of that commandment for troubled modern times: “Whosoever kills an innocent human being, it shall be as if he has killed all humankind.”


Introduction

In 711 C.E., some ten thousand Muslim invaders from North Africa engineered a stunningly abrupt conquest of 5 million on the Iberian Peninsula. Spain became the first—and so far only—Islamic state to take root on mainland Europe. The Muslim usurpers vanquished Spain’s Visigoth monarchs, descendants of northern European barbarians who had seized control of Iberia more than two centuries earlier. Spain, once a shining jewel of the Roman Empire, had suffered under these Visigoths the economic and cultural stagnation that later historians dubbed the Dark Ages.

Under Muslim rule Spain shone once more, her economy resuscitated and cultural life revived. Thanks to reinvigorated trade and technological advances unrivaled across Europe, daily life was transformed as exotic new species like cotton, figs, spinach, and watermelon burgeoned in fields nourished by new irrigation techniques. While Spaniards under Muslim rule luxuriated in hot water soaks at local bathhouses, one chronicler sniffed at the primitive hygiene of Europeans elsewhere, “[who] do not keep themselves clean and only wash once or twice a year in cold water. They do not wash their clothes once they have put them on until they fall to pieces on them.”

With its hundred thousand residents, the emir’s capital of Córdoba dwarfed every other city in Europe. His 400,000-volume library may well have sheltered as many books as all Christian Europe combined, shelving among its treasures long-lost Western wisdom and exotic new ideas from the East. Where Europe’s scribes had been reduced to copying and recopying the few classical texts that survived barbarian pillage, Islam’s scholars now introduced Europeans to Hindu-Arabic numerals, higher mathematics, new medical techniques, and fresh approaches to philosophy.

While Córdoba’s emir ruled unchallenged throughout most of Spain, Christian rulers stubbornly clung to a narrow strip of the country’s desolate north, nursing resentments that would stoke a Reconquista (Reconquest) in later centuries to reclaim the peninsula for Christendom. When political infighting fractured al-Andalus (the Arabic name for the Muslim-ruled part of Spain)* into more than two dozen small municipal kingdoms by the 1030s, a resurgent Christian north reasserted itself. Through centuries of back-and-forth warfare, Christian kingdoms clawed back chunks of frontier no-man’s land before seizing Toledo, one of Islam’s crown jewel cities. Christian momentum then stuttered as North Africa’s Almoravid dynasty invaded Spain in the late eleventh century, propping up their faltering Muslim coreligionists. A few decades later, Almoravids were supplanted by a more fanatical North African Almohad dynasty, who intensified the increasingly bitter religious rhetoric now dividing Muslim and Christian Spain while briefly shoring up Muslim sway over Iberia’s south.

But neither Almoravid nor Almohad could hold back the steadily encroaching Christian tide. In the early decades of the thirteenth century, Christian kings claimed the great Muslim commercial centers of Valencia, Seville, and Córdoba. By the mid-thirteenth century the tables had turned completely: the Muslim rule that once blanketed Spain was hemmed into a pocket of land surrounding Granada. Now it was Muslim princes who gamely struggled to maintain a foothold in Iberia. Over two centuries passed before their dreams finally withered as their food stocks vanished during a punishing siege of Granada in 1491. This last bastion of Muslim power surrendered to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella just months before Christopher Columbus was dispatched on the voyages of discovery that ultimately left the Spanish flag waving over half the world known to Europeans.

Ferdinand and Isabella undertook another stunning initiative during 1492, forcing their Jewish subjects within a scant four months to embrace Christianity or depart Spain forever. Families were separated in the frantic rush to settle affairs; one Judah Abrabanel subsequently learned of his son’s forced conversion to Christianity: “He is lost. That is the thought that sickens, strangles, slashes me; that is the razor, sharper than any barber’s blade, that rips the membrane of my aching heart.” In one dizzying year, Ferdinand and Isabella exterminated Muslim power from Spain, expelled her Jews, and added Columbus’s New World to their domains.

Alone among nations, Spain has alternately suffered and exulted through this impossibly panoramic sweep of human history, bridging the ancient world to the brink of the modern: the barbarian invasions and implosion of Rome’s empire, the rise of Islam and foundation of the only substantial Muslim state in western Europe, a crusading Reconquest, jihad, Spanish Inquisition, and Columbus’s discovery of a New World. How we in the West got ourselves to where we are today, for good and for ill, is a question that inevitably (if improbably) leads to medieval Spain. So does the heritage of most citizens of the Americas and, by some estimates, nearly half of Israel’s Jews. One gnarled root of our religious animosities stretches back to medieval Spain, as does a more nourishing root of much modern religious wisdom.

This book is not a conventionally styled history of the kings, battles, and dynasties that delivered Spain from 711 to 1492, history that has been better and more comprehensively told by many others. Instead, this work makes medieval Spain’s alternately thrilling and horrific stories of adaptation and conquest the backdrop to explore the engagement—and, too often, the collision—of the world’s three great monotheistic faiths for the first time on Western soil.

Medieval Spaniards were tossed by the Muslim conquest into an ocean of clashing religious cultures and were utterly ill-equipped by modern standards to navigate such uncharted waters. Most Americans understand that there are many religions in the world, have considered the virtues of religious tolerance, and have been exposed to the principle of church separated from state. Such notions were as alien to the medieval mind as Einstein’s theory of relativity. Yet, at their best, these medieval Spaniards somehow accommodated each other’s beliefs and lifestyles in ways that humanity’s later (and supposedly more enlightened) generations have often been hard-pressed to match, much less surpass.

Medieval Muslims, Christians, and Jews were challenged not only by encountering one another, but by rediscovered works of classical philosophy outlining invigorating yet frightening new ways of thinking. Brilliant twelfth-century Spaniards like the Jewish Moses Maimonides and the Muslim Averroes dared wonder whether their beliefs and sacred scriptures stood up to rational dissection. For the first time in a millennium—arguably for the first time ever in systematic fashion—they and others flexed the glorious power of human reason not merely to justify but also to scrutinize the assertions of the Quran and Bible. They asked questions that still challenge us: What is the proper relation between God’s law and human laws? Did God really create a world in seven days, or are those scriptural stories about God and Creation anything more than merely, well, stories?

Other devout Spaniards eschewed philosophy’s neatly parsed syllogisms to delve into mysticism and spirituality. The soaring meditations of the thirteenth-century Jewish kabbalist Moses de León and of Sufism’s “greatest master,” Ibn Arabi, are regarded by many scholars as the pinnacle of mystical spirituality in their respective faiths. Overall, medieval Spain’s encounter of faith with reason proved part blissful marriage and part bitter clash, prompting crises and condemnations that left indelible imprints on all three faiths. Medieval Spaniards helped turn humanity to revolutionary trajectories in mathematics, medicine, spirituality, astronomy, philosophy, and theology. But those revolutions lurched along nervously in medieval societies that preferred revealed religion’s certainties over freewheeling speculation. By reviving European intellectual life, Spain helped push science toward Galileo’s radically true theory of a sun-centered universe, yet medieval Spain’s tumult equally helped shape an early modern Europe where religious authority would not yield to science.

So three intertwined stories unfold in the chapters that follow: the first is Spain’s passage from ancient kingdom to flourishing Islamic state to the broad outlines of the Spain we recognize today; second is the unique collaboration and collision of the world’s three great monotheistic religions on European soil; and third is the struggle to engage religious faith with rediscovered reason. Human history was forever changed by the encounter of the three religions; each religion was forever changed by encountering the others; and each in turn was changed by its confrontation with human reason.

These intertwined stories are told where possible through the words and personalities of the protagonists who created and destroyed the multicultural, multireligious experiment that was Spain. Some are well-known names, like El Cid, Charlemagne, Moses Maimonides, and Ferdinand and Isabella; others are lesser known but no less extraordinary characters, like Isidore of Seville, Averroes, and King Alfonso X. The medieval chronicles and epics that survive today disproportionately represent a Christian point of view, confirming the old adage that history is written by the victors. Yet the stories told by these Christians to galvanize their coreligionists or commemorate their triumphs will at times grate uncomfortably on modern Christian ears.

This is, of course, exactly why reflecting on our past illuminates our present. Medieval Spain may distantly echo our own, often failed efforts to foster successful twenty-first-century multireligious societies. Spain, too, suffered religious jihad, was horrified by martyr-activists who provoked their own deaths, and saw traditional cultures trampled by a technologically superior society. But medieval Spain offers no facile lessons learned. Alternately romanticized and demonized by historians, Spain was neither utopia nor dystopia but a bit of both, often at the very same moment in the actions of any one conflicted person.

Although popular histories often portray a Reconquest where zealous Christian Crusaders relentlessly hurl themselves against an equally monolithic Islam, the thirteenth-century Christian king Alfonso X embodies the more complicated reality that ambitious rulers often chose allies opportunistically, not as religious affiliation might dictate. Self-interest motivated Alfonso to wield religious rhetoric as a cudgel when it suited and to ignore it when it didn’t. He generously supported Jewish scholars who helped bring the world’s wisdom to his Spanish kingdom, from Aristotle and astronomical treatises to the Talmud and Quran. Yet respect for his Jewish translators and Judaism’s holy books yielded to a harsher inner voice when the same Alfonso mandated the death sentence for any Christian subject “so unfortunate as” to convert to Judaism. In the final act of his contradiction-wracked reign, the Alfonso who once crusaded against Muslim North Africa concluded an alliance with the same Muslim dynasty to wage war on his own wayward son, a Christian prince.

Not coincidentally, the tensions that tore medieval Spain were mirrored in the schizophrenic image of her chosen patron, Santiago (St. James). James was—and is—never far off in the Spanish imagination. A thousand-year-old route of pilgrimage snakes across northern Spain to Santiago de Compostela, by tradition the resting place of James’s earthly remains and, after Rome, Europe’s most important pilgrimage site. Spain’s churches everywhere enshrine James’s image in altar pieces, paintings, and sculptures. One discomfiting depiction occasionally appears in churches along the pilgrim route: James bestride a horse, his muscular right arm swinging a sword down upon a turbaned, darker-skinned figure cowering beneath the rearing steed’s hooves. The iconography is as clear today as it must have been to thirteenth-century pilgrims: this is Santiago Matamoros, St. James the Killer of Moors (i.e., Muslims), patron of the crusading Reconquest. James the Muslim Killer embodies one strand of this story: religiously grounded hatred that shredded medieval Spain and still haunts humanity.

Yet, instead of this violent killer-apostle, a statue of a more serene St. James stands sentinel at the great cathedral in Santiago de Compostela. Santiago Peregrino (St. James the Pilgrim) wields no sword, bearing only a walking staff. Pilgrim visitors celebrate their arrival by laying a hand on the base of the column supporting the statue. James appears to return the embrace, as the visitor’s hand slips into an inch-deep imprint worn into the rock by millions such contacts over hundreds of years. In the most tangible way possible, each day’s arrivals join their hopes, wishes, and prayers to those of centuries of pilgrims and tourists who have preceded them.

A famous medieval sermon explains that James the Pilgrim is armed and defended only by the great law of charity: to love neighbor as self, a command revered by Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike. James the Muslim Killer finds his alter ego in James the Pilgrim; while the former inspires the hateful frenzy of war, the latter engenders the reconciliation and concord that proceed from love of neighbor.

What the Muslim killer would accomplish by the sword the pilgrim would achieve through charity and goodwill: unification of a divided peninsula. Muslims and Christians pursued the dream of unity for centuries, battering each other up and down the length of a mountainous, river-sundered Iberian Peninsula that, ironically, seems destined by its geography for anything but unity. Spain’s interior topography bumps along disjointedly. Mountain ranges guard her French border, shadow pilgrims trekking to Santiago, and frame the picturesque backdrop for Granada’s romantic Alhambra palace. A vast interior plateau, the meseta or “table land,” sprawls across half the peninsula. Most of Spain’s many rivers meander east-west paths of least resistance through this roller coaster terrain, dividing the country into horizontal slices. Even her climate frustrates all who would seek signs of unity. Parts of the arid south are cousin to North Africa and other semidesert lands rimming the Mediterranean; parched Granada, long-time capital of Spain’s Islamic civilization, treasures its few cupfuls of rainwater each year. In soggy contrast is the north’s Santiago de Compostela, reminiscent of water-logged Britain or Ireland, where deep green mossy life carpets a region drenched by some seventy inches of annual rainfall.

Still, despite this vertiginous, river-sliced interior that is often too wet where it’s not too dry, countless medieval Spaniards were captivated by the vision of uniting this land. Only one source of division proved ultimately insurmountable. Though Muslims, Christians, and Jews all worship the same God revealed to Abraham, that common bond paled in their eyes before the differences dividing the three faiths.

It’s the unique blessing and curse of the human animal to be able to perceive one or many and to focus consequently on what unites us or on what divides us. The wildebeest trudges through life alongside fellow wildebeests, never pausing to wonder whether the Tanzanian border or membership in the wider animal kingdom should mean anything. Only the human can know himself or herself as a person, Basque, Jew, believer in God, Spaniard, and human being. And only the human animal judges some allegiances more vital than others, or exclusive of others.

These three religions share not only a lineage back to Abraham but also the ritual practice of pilgrimage. Long before ninth-century Christians first journeyed to Santiago de Compostela, devout Muslims were traveling to Mecca for the hajj and devout Jews to Jerusalem for the pilgrim festivals of Passover, Weeks, and Booths. In all three faiths, the pilgrim’s journey metaphorically embodies deeper human yearnings. Every pilgrim journey is by definition one of hope: the hope of reaching a destination successfully and the more profound hope that one’s life will be bettered for the experience.

Like the pilgrim pressing forward toward a destination, James the Pilgrim symbolizes an inherently hopeful vision of history that is common to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam: the journey forward of flawed humankind toward some promised land or brighter future, “where God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” In stark contrast was the belief prevailing in other ancient civilizations that human history was essentially cyclical. Spring verdure inevitably yielded to fall and wintery death before renewing itself year after year, just as night ever followed day following night. Why not human history? The Latin poet Virgil imagined humanity relishing periodic, fleeting golden ages where peace reigns on earth before “new wars again shall arise, and a mighty Achilles be sent to Troy.” The Greek Pythagoreans observed the planets ceaselessly whirling in their orbits and theorized that humanity, too, would revisit the same spots in our own perfectly cyclical journey through history.

All three monothestic traditions reject this purposeless wheel of history sung by Virgil and calculated by Pythagoreans, where humanity chases its tail, ultimately getting nowhere. Yet, though no medieval Spanish believer preached so pessimistic a worldview, all too many lived it by answering the siren call of James the Muslim Killer, patron of all those aggrieved parties who generation after generation would nurse old hatreds and perpetuate the cycle of violence suffered and vengeance sought. James the Muslim Killer’s hateful march back toward some unrealistic, idealized past conflicts with the pilgrim’s hopeful march forward toward some better future.

James’s two conflicting images—killer and pilgrim—have nothing to do with the saint himself and everything to do with his devotees. Medieval Spain’s Christians projected their hopes and hatreds onto their patron, transforming Santiago into a reflection of the best and worst of themselves. Medieval Spaniards struggled to dominate Spain even while transforming her into Europe’s cultural, economic, and intellectual marvel. Here was a land of love and hate, pointing the way forward for humanity, yet going round in circles. Medieval Spain offers the modern age questions, not blueprints. Will we focus on the one or the many, on what unites us or on what divides us? Do we follow James the Pilgrim or James the Killer? Will we lead humanity forward under our collective watch, or will we merely add our own violent chapter to that endlessly recurring and sorry cycle of history imagined by the ancients?

Medieval Spain’s Muslims, Christians, and Jews embraced and rejected each other’s faith traditions and customs, fought alongside each other and against each other, occasionally tolerated their neighbors and somehow forged a golden age for each faith. They allow us some glimpse of what a common society might look like. Their glory was their joint accomplishments; their tragedy that they could not see and preserve what made those accomplishments possible. They haltingly blazed humanity’s trail toward tolerance and mutual respect before finally veering into an overgrown thicket of religious enmity and intolerance. Humanity has never completely found the way back. Medieval Spain might help point the way.



* An introductory note on terminology, names, and approach: Like many popular treatments of medieval Spain, this one sacrifices terminological precision in the interest of readability and simplicity. The terms “al-Andalus” and “Moorish,” “Muslim,” and “Islamic” Spain all synonymously refer to that portion of the Iberian Peninsula under Muslim control at any given point during the medieval era. Conversely, “Christian Spain” and “the north” connote regions controlled by Christian rulers. “Iberia,” “Spain,” and “the Peninsula” refer to the whole Iberian Peninsula. “France” is used as a shorthand—and anachronistic—reference for the lands that, during much of the medieval era, would more accurately be called kingdoms of the Franks.

Numerous complications accompany the use of shorthand labels for medieval Spain. The boundaries of al-Andalus and Christian Spain were never exact and ever fluid, expanding or shrinking with military success or failure. Terms like Muslim and Christian Spain can each imply a homogeneous monolith, which was never the case. Christian Spain, for example, was a patchwork of kingdoms (e.g., León, Castile, Aragon, Navarre) that remained independent throughout some or all of the medieval period before falling under unified leadership in the Spain of today (Portugal effectively established its independence in the mid-twelfth century). There were always Christians, Muslims, and Jews in both Christian and Muslim Spain; indeed, Muslim Spain early on sheltered many more Christians than Muslims. Moreover, Islamic, Christian, and Muslim properly refer to religions and religious beliefs and can be applied only loosely—and imprecisely—to geography, government, and culture, as is done throughout this and similar works. Though the term “Moor” became synonymous with “Muslim” among medieval Christians and is used here as such, the word probably referred originally to the Mauri, the inhabitants of Roman Mauritania.

No popular history can comprehensively treat every important event and character; this one focuses almost exclusively on the succession of kingdoms that ultimately came to dominate Spain: Asturias-León-Castile. Many important figures and episodes are admittedly lost in this simplified approach, most notably the fascinating history of the realms of Aragon.

To render Hebrew and Arabic names more accessible, they are reproduced here without diacritical marks, and familiar anglicized forms are used when they exist (e.g., Averroes for Ibn Rushd). Such forms are typically rooted in Latin corruptions of Arabic proper names. Romance names are retained except where an alternative has become familiar (e.g., Ferdinand and Isabella). Each faith maintains its own system of dating history; this work uses C.E. for the Common Era beginning in the year traditionally associated with the birth of Jesus.


1. Spain Before Islam
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Imagine a world in which one person could know everything worth knowing. And imagine a world in which everything worth knowing filled a mere few hundred pages. Archbishop Isidore of Seville was such a person, and seventh-century Europe such a world.

Lest Isidore be accused of vanity unbecoming an archbishop, he himself never claimed to be the Man Who Knew Everything. Rather, it was his friend Bishop Braulio of Saragossa who gushed that Isidore’s seventh-century encyclopedia comprised “well-nigh everything that ought to be known.” Unfortunately, few of Isidore’s contemporaries perused that encyclopedia. There were few Europeans to begin with, only a minute fraction of them literate, and books were rare treasures.

Today’s Spain enjoys a population of some 40 million. Isidore’s Spain was a far lonelier place, with perhaps only a tenth as many people; imagine Utah’s sparse population scattered across an expanse twice as large. The written word was an impenetrable mystery to the overwhelming majority of these 4 or 5 million Spaniards. Organized education was nonexistent, save for a few monastic or cathedral schools that labored to equip clerics with the rudimentary skills required for church rituals.

Though Spain’s (and Europe’s) literate population was tiny, the medieval “publishing industry” struggled to service its few readers. A modern printing press effortlessly churns out many thousands of volumes each day; a medieval scribe would be lucky to turn out two in a year. That was after he and his monastic brethren invested sweaty hours of soaking animal hide, scraping away fat, and stretching, curing, and drying the skin to produce serviceable vellum parchment. No wonder the few texts emerging from this labor-intensive process became precious items. Whereas bibliophiles today might scoop up a handful of used books for the cost of a hamburger, a ninth-century manuscript would have cost the equivalent of “fifteen pigs or four mature sheep.”

Spain’s illiterate majority was deprived of Isidore’s intellectual cornucopia, but they also were spared the depressing realization that they lived in a Dark Age. Perspective was hard to come by in an era when most Europeans knew little of the world beyond the next village and little of the past save what their parents recalled. No Spaniard knew that he lived in a country of some 4 or 5 million people, much less that Spain had sheltered many more before devastating plagues ravaged much of Europe’s population. The plummeting population had plunged Spain’s (and Europe’s) economy into a depression that was exacerbated when barbarian hordes breached the Roman Empire’s borders, disrupted trade, and strained the empire’s resources to the breaking point.

What was unknown to Spaniards made little practical difference to their daily lives. Peasants scratched out meager livelihoods; surviving the next winter was their major preoccupation. Their horizons were bound by their village and its environs, just as it had been for parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. Surviving to a first birthday was no mean feat, and celebrating a fortieth a better than average achievement. The outside world seldom visited them, and they seldom visited the outside world. For all they knew, the world was proceeding as the world always had.

Through the curse of literacy, Bishop Braulio knew better. The few books in his library made reference to classical scholars who had blazed a more enlightened path forward for humanity’s earlier generations. But while Braulio knew names like Aristotle, Galen, and Ptolemy, he also knew that most of their works had long since vanished from circulation, presumably lost forever. Nor had Braulio’s century spawned intellectual lights to replace those of ancient Greece and Rome. Most civilizations harbor at least the illusion of progress, that humanity is somehow struggling forward under their generation’s collective watch. Braulio was permitted no such illusion, and Isidore became for him a beacon from humanity’s happier past: “God raised [Isidore] up in recent times after the many reverses of Spain (I suppose to revive the works of the ancients that we might not always grow duller from boorish rusticity) . . . we apply to him the famous words of [Cicero] ‘While we were strangers in our own city, and were, so to speak, sojourners who had lost our way, your books brought us home, as it were, so that we could at last recognize who and where we were.’”

Ironically, this Isidore who outlined “everything that ought to be known” revealed relatively little about himself. He was born in 560. His parents died young. He had two brothers who both became priests and rose to the rank of bishop. It’s difficult to imagine any one family duplicating this episcopal achievement today, but such feats were less astounding in the cozier confines of medieval Spain, where relatively few well-connected, well-endowed, and literate families surfaced regularly in influential church or state positions.

It is generally assumed that Isidore was raised in monastery precincts overseen by his much older brother, Bishop Leander. One might imagine a lonely childhood spent mostly in the company of monks and the precious texts they copied and preserved. The scholarly environment clearly absorbed Isidore, who eventually authored over a dozen major treatises on everything from arithmetic to Holy Scripture to monastic rules. In between sentences he somehow found time to cope with the countless administrative headaches that inevitably plague a bishop.

The encyclopedic work known as the Etymologies was one pinnacle of his scholarly career. Braulio’s compliment that it includes “everything that ought to be known” seems at first glance no exaggeration. Isidore’s chapter headings map out a comprehensive catalogue of human knowledge: “size of the sun, size of the moon, acute diseases, legal instruments, the seasons, Old and New Testaments, God, monsters, human monstrosities, serpents, worms, small flying creatures, shields, helmets, the circus, gambling, peculiar costumes of certain peoples, head ornaments for women, girdles, footwear, cooking utensils,” and so on. Isidore telescoped this encyclopedic gallop through human learning into a relatively slender volume. Centuries before, Greek and Roman attempts at encyclopedias had yielded far bulkier tomes. Pliny the Elder’s first-century encyclopedia sprawled to some 2,500 chapters. But Isidore lived in an age when, sad to say, the pool of human knowledge was slowly evaporating. Simply put, humanity knew less than it had six centuries earlier, in Pliny’s day.

Scientific method was many centuries in the future, and Isidore did little more than absorb the sources at his fingertips and regurgitate what struck him as plausible. Early in the work, Isidore shares the relatively humdrum observation, “An even number is that which can be divided into two equal parts, as II, IV, VIII.” Within a few pages, however, he has departed math’s timeless certainties for a fantastic tour of human monstrosities:

The Cynocephali are so called because they have dogs’ heads and their very barking betrays them as beasts rather than men. These are born in India . . . The Blemmyes, born in Libya, are believed to be headless trunks, having mouth and eyes in the breast; others are born without necks, with eyes in their shoulders . . . They say the Panotii in Scythia have ears of so large a size that they cover the whole body with them . . . The race of the Sciopodes . . . have one leg apiece, and are of a marvelous swiftness . . . in summertime they lie on the ground on their backs and are shaded by the greatness of their feet . . . The Antipodes in Libya have feet turned backward and eight toes on each foot.

Seville’s conscientious shepherd, apparently fretting that this freakish catalogue will render his readers susceptible to believing all sorts of nonsense, closes the chapter by warning against gullibility: “Other fabulous monstrosities of the human race are said to exist, but they do not; they are imaginary.”

Isidore and his contemporaries may not have known as much as the Romans and Greeks before them, but what they thought they knew was marvelous. Long before the scientific revolution’s rational dissection of natural phenomena turned textbooks into soporific tomes, here was a world of wonders great and small. Isidore’s encyclopedia sang of a blazing sun racing across the skies each day, and “after it comes to the west and has bathed itself in ocean, it passes by unknown ways beneath the earth, and again returns to the east.” No less entrancing is the lowly bee, “skillful in the business of producing honey . . . they flee from smoke, and are enraged by noise . . . A good many have proved by experiment that these spring from the carcasses of cattle.”

Still, before dismissing what passed for seventh-century knowledge, one pauses to wonder how well current wisdom will stand up over an equivalent interim. Today’s cutting-edge science and technology may by 3400 C.E. seem no less buffoonish than some of Isidore’s assertions appear. How will that glorious artifact of twentieth-century technology, the gas-powered automobile, strike Earth’s citizens fourteen centuries hence as they tool around in whatever contraptions they’ve engineered to navigate a planet long since sucked dry of fossil fuels? Indeed, who even one century from now will consult an encyclopedia assembled in 2004? Who today can even find an encyclopedia composed in 1904?

Unlike 1904 encyclopedias, Isidore’s Etymologies was consulted a century after its composition, and two centuries later, and eight more centuries later still. No less than ten editions of the Etymologies were published after the 1400s, a striking compliment to this beacon of light shining forth from the Dark Ages. Across a full two-century sweep of the intellectually barren early Middle Ages, Isidore stood alone as western Europe’s only major compiler of secular knowledge. When contemporaries eulogized him as saeculorum doctissimus (“the most learned of the ages”), it was not sentimental puffery; there were few other candidates.

Isidore would have been greatly surprised to find scholars consulting his works in the 1500s, as he almost certainly doubted the world would last so long. In the late 500s, Pope Gregory the Great had taken stock of humankind’s bleak prospects and solemnly moaned, “The world grows old and hoary and hastens to approaching death.” There’s every indication Isidore shared His Holiness’s outlook. Like many Christian apologists before him, Isidore envisioned history unfolding according to a divinely ordained design. Starting with creation’s seven days and continuing with venerably vital Adam, who sired a son at age 230, Isidore charted history’s path with striking precision. As he wrote in the 630s, Isidore calculated the world’s exact age to be 5,825 years. He dots humanity’s time line with a curiously chosen panoply of the famous and infamous: Homer was at work during the world’s 4,125th year, Plato in its 4,793rd; Cleopatra (5,150) and Nero (5,266) also merit mention. (In fact, only eight centuries separate Homer [c. eighth century B.C.E.] from Nero [d. 68 C.E.], not the thousand-plus years Isidore supposed. Thus, Isidore overestimated the glorious era of the ancient Greeks and Romans, while shrinking the thousands of years of pre-Homeric civilization into a scant four millennia.)

Vastly more important than this mere tally of years was history’s underlying pattern. Though Isidore frequently parroted the few classical works at his disposal, his vision of history notably departs from those pagan sources. Aristotle had noted the planets’ ever repeating orbits and ventured in oddly matter-of-fact language the extraordinarily depressing conjecture that “probably each art and science has often been developed as far as possible and has again perished.” Round and round. Going nowhere.

Isidore demurred, instead hearkening to the fifth-century Christian bishop Augustine, who saw history unfurling purposefully through time toward the goal of creating a City of God on Earth. God had initiated human history by breathing life into Adam’s nostrils in Eden; Adam had fallen, but humankind was inexorably making its way back to the Creator. Mighty Rome and all other earthly kingdoms would yield in time to a greater empire dominated by the Christian virtues, “whose king is truth, whose law is love, whose measure is eternity.” As Augustine saw it, this Divine City of those following God’s will was steadily gaining ground and would win increasing sway over humankind in preparation for that moment when Jesus would return in glory to judge the living and the dead.

Like his mentor Augustine, Isidore imagined the drama of human history unfolding in seven great epochs paralleling the biblical days during which God had created all earthly things. As Isidore wrote, the world was deep into what he considered its sixth and (ominously) final age before the figurative seventh or Sabbath day, when the redeemed would rest in God. This sixth age had begun with Jesus’s nativity in 5211 and had already stretched far longer than humanity’s fourth or fifth eras. Indeed, only the age of long-lived Adam and the other biblical greats had endured longer than a millennium. Still, if Isidore was preparing his readers for the approaching climax of this old and hoary world, even the Man Who Knew Everything didn’t dare pinpoint the precise date of the Lord’s long-anticipated second coming, for, he tells us, “The remainder of the sixth age is known to God alone.”

Although Isidore did not know when the world might end, he was pretty sure that his beloved Spain would be center stage, ruled over since the late fifth century by a dynasty of one-time barbarians known as the Visigoths. To his credit, Isidore admirably restrains himself from excessively fawning over his native country in his Etymologies—encyclopedias are objective, after all—but he more than compensates in another work, the History of the Kings of the Goths. Its very first sentence rushes right to the chauvinistic point: “Of all the lands from the west to the Indies, you, Spain, O sacred and always fortunate mother of princes and peoples, are the most beautiful . . . You are the pride and the ornament of the world, the most illustrious part of the earth . . . you are rich with olives . . . your mountains full of trees, and your shores full of fish.”

Much of Isidore’s History of the Goths seems an exercise in what modern generations would call spin doctoring. The Visigoths had become protectors and supporters of Spain’s Christian Church by Isidore’s day, and Isidore thought it in the Church’s interest to support the Visigoths by burnishing their reputation. This was no easy task, even for the Man Who Knew Everything. For the Visigoths were not really Spaniards, nor, when first reaching Spain during the early fifth century, had they professed the Church’s version of Christianity, nor, finally, had Spain prospered on their royal watch. Bishop Braulio had wistfully lamented Spain’s “many reverses” over preceding centuries. It fell to Isidore to convince readers that the same Visigoth rulers who had presided over those “many reverses” were worthy of “the most illustrious part” of a world now deep into its decisive sixth age.

That the Visigoths were themselves immigrants hardly made them oddities in Spain’s ethnic paella pot. African Iberians and northern European Celts had been filtering into Spain for centuries before Christ’s birth. Jews from the Near East may have established small trading communities as early as the first century C.E. The Peninsula remained a polyglot amalgamation of ethnic fiefdoms until the Romans’ bruising two-century struggle to incorporate Spain into their growing empire. They labeled the new region Hispania, and their soldiers, bureaucrats, and commercial immigrants further spiced Iberia’s ethnic and cultural stew. Over time, most Peninsular tribes assimilated Rome’s language and ways. But while the Romans may have believed that Hispania was one cohesive administrative unit, proudly independent peoples at Iberia’s fringes saw things differently. Galicians still considered themselves Galicians, Cantabrians were still Cantabrians, and, most notoriously, Hispania’s Basques spoke their own ancient language and ignored the dictates of whoever claimed to be governing the Iberian peninsula.

A new immigrant wave was unleashed when Rome’s increasingly porous borders allowed northern and eastern Europeans to seep, then flood into the empire from the third century onward, some of whom eventually found their way to Spain. The newest immigrants were not sophisticated Romans but unruly barbarian tribes of Vandals from the Baltics, Germanic Sueves, and Alans from the Russian steppes.

The Visigoths were latecomers to this multiethnic society. Like Vandals and Sueves, they arrived as barbarian invaders, hailing from the southern Baltic region and slowly wending their destructive path toward Spain. In 376, Emperor Valens granted some 100,000 Visigoths permission to settle within the empire’s borders in Thrace (i.e., the southeast Balkan region near today’s Greek-Turkish border). After straining Thrace’s overextended foodstocks, the Visigoth horde stooped to bartering their retinue into slavery in exchange for dog meat, in desperation driving the exchange rate as low as one human Visigoth for one Roman dog. Ever more talented warriors than farmers, the Visigoths lashed out, engaging Rome’s legions in 378 and slaying the same Emperor Valens who only two years earlier had permitted their resettlement. Valens had lived to regret allowing the Visigoths into his empire, but he hadn’t lived to regret it long.

The Visigoths slowly worked their way west, in 410 crowning their destructive road show by sacking Rome itself. This time it was Emperor Honorius who had cause to regret: Rome could have bought off the Visigoth sacking for “30,000 pounds of silver and 5,000 of gold, 4,000 silk robes, 300 purple-dyed furs, and 3,000 pounds of pepper.” It would have been a bargain. Refusing to indulge the gaudy, spice-loving, extortionate Visigoths cost Rome dearly.

The inexorable Visigoth drift westward toward Spain was driven alternately by hunger, innate wanderlust, and, by no means least, sheer ambition. All three motives were likely at work when the Roman emperor Honorius, still presiding over his now ransacked capital, managed to bundle the Visigoths off to quell an uprising in Gaul (France) as his allies or fœderati. After vanquishing the rebel forces, the Visigoth king settled in to rule sizable chunks of France and Spain himself. Though the Visigoths were nominally subject to the emperor, one chronicler was closer to the truth in supposing that the Visigoth king Athaulf “wanted to obliterate the Roman name and to make the entire Empire that of the Goths alone and to name it . . . Gothia.” Though Gothic Empire may have an intriguing ring to modern ears, the Visigoths were never powerful enough to pull off so grand an imperial ambition. Frankish tribes eventually routed them from France and, to Iberia’s dubious fortune, Visigoth ambitions were forever after limited to Spain, a land they dominated right up to the day of the Muslim invasion.

Isidore set out to rehabilitate the suspect pedigree of this Visigoth dynasty in the History of the Goths. They were a long-wandering, barely housebroken barbarian tribe of perhaps 200,000 lording it over an Iberian Peninsula of some 5 million. Their résumé, long on marauding and pillage, was short on any skill relevant to reviving an Iberian economy that had been deteriorating during the empire’s centuries-long death throes. The Visigoths had seized a few shards of an empire they themselves helped shatter, and they had no clue how to reassemble the pieces.

The Visigoths’ Christian credentials were also spotty. Their wanderings had exposed them to teachings peddled by Arius of North Africa, who taught that Jesus was not quite divine, but not quite human either—neither one of us, nor coequal with God the Father. Arius’s formula has intuitive appeal: the Christian Jesus, truly God yet truly human, is a mystery that even today astounds and baffles believers. Still, though it may be easier to grasp the notion of Jesus as an in-between figure, it was (and is) a notion heretical to orthodox Christians.

Though the Arian heresy may seem an arcane squabble, Arius’s legacy endures in Christian worship (even though his name is rarely recognized). His heresy prodded worried church fathers into global convocation at Nicea in 325. They hammered out the Nicene Creed, which (as refined slightly later that century) is recited faithfully at countless Sunday worship services by Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Lutherans, Calvinists, Eastern Orthodox, and other Christian denominations.

Though Arianism was condemned early in 325, it incubated in the Visigoth nation for centuries, and Visigoth carriers infected those they encountered in their European wanderings. Christianity itself was an emerging religion, rather suddenly thrust upon Europe’s pagan populace when Rome adopted it as its state religion in the late fourth century. Those in the empire’s more remote outposts were often illiterate, save for an overwhelmed cleric barely able to form the words of church rituals, much less plumb their theological depths. Once virus-like heresies took hold, it wasn’t easy to flush them out. Spain’s episcopal elite, however, were distressed that their monarchs spouted such heresy. And Church hierarchical discontent was something a Spanish ruler ignored at his peril. Few besides clerics were literate, and they therefore assumed inordinate importance not only as shepherds of the Christian flock but as advisors to princes and governors.

Visigoth monarchs needed all the support they could muster to assert authority over restive factional chieftans, ever rebellious Basques, and remnants of barbarian tribes. The Visigoth kings’ Arian beliefs cost them the full-throated support of Spain’s influential churchmen for nearly a century. In 589, all was set right at the Third Council of Toledo, presided over, coincidentally, by Isidore’s brother, Archbishop Leander. The Visigoth king Recared, motivated by genuine faith, political savvy, or more likely some combination of both, led Visigoth Arian bishops in confessing Jesus Christ true God and true man. His profession ushered in intensely cozy church-state relations. Isidore reports that divine blessings immediately rained down: “With the help of his newly received faith, Recared gloriously waged war against hostile peoples,” winning so convincingly that “No victory of the Goths in Spain was greater than or even comparable.” Isidore was calling history as he saw it, or at least as a Christian apologist might see it.

But orthodox Christian belief and military might were not enough to stitch together a fraying Iberia. Few merchants dared travel the splendid roads inherited from the Romans, long ago scared off by, ironically, these very same Visigoths and their barbarian ilk. The Peninsula had sunk into a subsistence economy. In fairness, one cannot blame the Visigoths for all Spain’s ills. The whole Roman Empire had stalled under the cumulative weight of plague, barbarian invasion, inflation, overtaxation, overextended military commitments, and inept leadership.

Braulio was right in anguishing over Spain’s “many reverses” and steep slide toward “boorish rusticity.” For all his rhetorical resourcefulness, not even Isidore could conjure up a rosier Spain than the one that limped along one century before Islam’s arrival. The Visigoths had kept Spain from reverting to its pre-Roman patchwork of smaller fiefdoms. They held Spain together but could not endow her with prosperity.

Isidore’s History of the Kings of the Goths tapers off in 625 C.E. He died a decade later without finishing his encyclopedia. Despite Braulio’s assurances to the contrary, the encyclopedia had deprived readers of at least one fact that “ought to have been known” as Spain drew near its all-changing eighth century: neither Isidore nor his contemporaries understood that a religious movement swelling up from the Arabian Peninsula would soon unleash a wave across the Near East. It would swamp the Holy Land, the Egypt once ruled by pharaohs, and the Near Eastern provinces of mighty Byzantine and Persian empires. This wave would soon enough crash down upon Isidore’s own Spain as well, washing away his neatly constructed world where Christian Visigoth kings would make Spain a new Rome and reign gloriously until the end of the world’s sixth age.

Visigoth rule would be swept aside, and so would much else that passed for fact in Isidore’s Etymologies. Isidore sang of a sun that coursed through the skies and bathed itself in the ocean; but the new civilization would bring Spain long-lost astronomical treatises that would reawaken Europeans’ desire to scan the heavens with less poetic, more rational eyes. Isidore taught his contemporaries shortcuts for doing arithmetic on their fingers; this new civilization would introduce Europeans to the wonders of algebra and trigonometry. Isidore’s encyclopedia made room for outlandish chimeras, but found no room for the prophet Muhammad and the very real revolution he ignited. Had Isidore lived a few generations later, Muhammad’s followers could have told him that impossible creatures like one-legged Sciopides and dog-headed Cynocephali were products of fevered, overly fertile imagination. Muhammad’s followers would know: before reaching Spain they had visited the lands supposedly inhabited by these fantastic creatures, not as tourists but as conquerors.

Isidore was right about this much: a great empire would replace the Romans in Spain, but it would be a Muslim empire rather than the Visigoth dynasty whose praises he sung. Isidore had gushingly reassured his Spanish compatriots, “After many victories all over the world, [they] have eagerly seized you and loved you: they enjoy you up to the present time amidst royal emblems and great wealth, secure in the good fortune of empire.” In one sense, he was right about that as well: armies did seize and love Spain amid great wealth, but it was Islam’s warriors rather than the Visigoths who accomplished such glories. Muhammad’s followers were to wrest Spain from the Visigoths by force, imposing their rule on a nation too fragile to resist. And though Islam’s invaders, like Visigoths and Romans, numbered a tiny fraction of the population they conquered, they would dominate Iberia for centuries.

Like the Arian Visigoths, Muhammad’s followers professed beliefs anathema to those of the Christians they conquered. The Arian Visigoths believed Jesus’s patrimony divine and his mother a uniquely exalted woman; so, according to their own nuanced formulation, did Muhammad’s Muslims. But Muhammad’s followers never embraced the faith of their vanquished hosts, as the Visigoths had. Perhaps for this reason, Isidore’s Christian successors never lionized the Moorish conquerors as stewards worthy of Spain. Yet, unsung or not, they accomplished what Visigoths never could: they lifted Spain from her Dark Ages gloom and depression, making her worthy of Isidore’s boast: “the pride and the ornament of the world, the most illustrious part of the earth.”

Isidore closed his History of the Goths by singing the martial praises of the Visigoths: “In the arts of war they are quite spectacular.” What army could ever conquer such a people?

Spain would find out soon enough.


2. The Moors Conquer Spain
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“Our God and Your God Is One”

In spring of 711, Tariq ibn Ziyad led seven thousand North African raiders into southern Spain. King Roderic rallied Spanish troops to repel them but was routed by Tariq’s much smaller army. By late fall, Tariq surmounted token resistance to capture Toledo, the capital; its archbishop and most citizens had fled in panic before Islam’s advance.

And so, with relatively little bloodshed and even less fanfare, Christian Spain became Muslim-ruled Spain before winter fell in 711.

The Visigoths had given too few Spaniards good reason to die in Spain’s defense. They had alienated Spain’s Jews, for example, who had lived and worshipped there for centuries while nomadic, barbarian Visigoths were still wandering Europe. Spain’s Visigoth rulers hardly invented anti-Semitism, but they embraced it fervently, heaping ever more creative opprobrium on the Jews. Visigoth legislation forbade Jews from marrying Christians or owning Christian slaves, proscribed circumcision, outlawed observance of Jewish holy days, and ultimately offered Jews the stark choice of conversion, exile, or slavery. Penalties were severe, if sadistically creative: any man assisting at a circumcision rite risked mutilation of his own male organ. By some barely discernible anatomical logic, the equivalent penalty for a woman abetting a circumcision rite was mutilation of her nose. In the late 600s, the bishop Julian of Toledo, said to have been partially descended from Jews himself, had put such laws in the chilling context that Judaism itself “had to be cut off, since it was like the cancerous part of the body, before this harmful disease, could be passed on to the healthy parts.”

The Visigoths had also alienated Spain’s nobles and magnates. Because the Visigoths had never successfully established the principle of hereditary monarchy, each royal death typically triggered an unwieldy succession scramble. Half-election, half-confirmation of the king’s designated heir by warlord-nobles, the one predictable result of this unpredictable melee was an intriguing nobility forever vying for influence when not backstabbing political enemies. In fact, so many Visigoth kings were dispatched to a higher reward by disgruntled courtiers that the odds of a natural royal death hovered slightly below fifty-fifty for long stretches of the late sixth and early seventh centuries. No wonder seventh-century Wamba, deemed wisest of the Visigoth monarchs, refused the crown until threatened at sword point.

Roderic, last of these Visigoth kings, started his woe-filled reign inauspiciously in 710. One disgruntled contender for the throne formed a breakaway kingdom. The ever restless Basques also acted up, drawing Roderic far from his capital to quash insurrection in the remote, mountainous northeast. Through luck rather than military intelligence, Tariq ibn Ziyad chose this propitious moment to launch his invasion in 711. From North Africa’s port of Ceuta it was a short Mediterranean crossing to the landmark that still bears his name: Gibraltar (Jabal Tariq, “Tariq’s mountain”). Chroniclers credit Tariq with the gutsy gesture of burning his ships on the spot and weaving his soldiers’ resulting dilemma into a stirring oratorical exhortation: “Whither can you fly,—the enemy is in your front, the sea at your back. By Allah! There is no salvation for you but in your courage and perseverance.”

Notwithstanding the chronicler’s cinematic recrafting, the invasion force that conquered Spain was in all likelihood only a reconnoitering expedition. Who would purposely pit an invasion force of seven thousand against a Christian Spain numbering 5 million? When Tariq’s initial probes met little resistance, he kept going. Minor towns along the Mediterranean coast fell. While he wreaked havoc in the south, Roderic toiled away in the northeast Basque country, not only caught off-guard, but about as far removed from the crisis as he could have been.

Eighth-century warfare played out in slow motion compared to today’s high-tech, long-range pyrotechnics. Messengers slogged hundreds of miles north to apprise Roderic of the unhappy developments down south. Roderic’s bedraggled army, already worn down by the Basques, trudged through Iberia’s interior to engage Tariq in a decisive final stand. Tariq must have assumed his prospects were dim, because instead of racing inland to capitalize on early victories, he nervously hugged the coastline, as if contemplating inevitable retreat to North Africa—perhaps employing those very same boats that later chroniclers reduced to cinder and ash. Retreat never became necessary. Roderic’s army was routed near the Guadalete River in July 711. The last king of Visigoth Spain reigned scarcely a year.

Later Muslim chroniclers depicted Tariq’s few thousand arrayed against a wildly exaggerated estimate of a hundred thousand Spanish defenders. The tenth-century Ibn al-Qutiyya portrayed the wily Tariq attempting to even the odds through psychological warfare. After one victory, his men round up the Spanish dead and “boil their flesh in cauldrons” as if preparing to devour the slain. Tariq orchestrates this bit of theater before Spanish prisoners that he subsequently frees. Predictably, they spread the word that Spain’s invaders are ruthless man-eaters. “And God filled [the Spaniards’] hearts with fear,” weakening their resolve to battle Tariq’s cannibalistic horde.

Roderic had no standing army to speak of, and few Visigoths who fought alongside him could have afforded full battle regalia, which might have cost the equivalent of fifteen or more cows. His military complement would have been a ragtag, ill-coordinated bunch motivated not by allegiance to some vague ideal of Visigoth Spain but answering the summons of their own regional chieftan. Foot soldiers faced Tariq’s band without helmet, armor, or sword; indeed, they counted themselves lucky to carry even a lance and crude shield.

Roderic’s forces were ill-equipped and exhausted ahead of the decisive battle, but in fact, the Visigoths had lost the war long before 711. Roderic depended on Spain’s nobles to answer his war summons, but he and his predecessors had done little to secure their allegiance. Some nobles stayed home. Of those who showed, the disaffected commanders who guarded Roderic’s flanks simply wheeled round and headed home at the first whiff of battle, whether from fear, treachery, or a cold calculus that it just wasn’t worth it. The war was also lost through the Visigoth persecution of the Jews, who largely welcomed the Muslims, if not quite as liberators, then in the hope that anyone was preferable to the brutal Visigoths. Most of all, the Visigoths were defeated by their own inability to bring prosperity to Iberia. Resistance might have been greater had more Iberians felt they had something to lose.

Still, take nothing away from Tariq, for every battle that’s lost has also been won. At the vanguard of an empire every bit as large as Rome’s, assembled in a fraction of the time, he represented the dawn of a new imperial age in Spain, though not the Visigoth Empire that Isidore fondly expected. Yet few in Spain, or anywhere in Christian Europe, knew anything about this new imperial power or what motivated them.

Nor are there indications that eighth-century Spaniards cared to understand better the beliefs that motivated the Peninsula’s new overlords. Some Christian chroniclers assumed that the Muslim invaders adhered to some heretical Christian sect, much as the earlier Visigoth invaders had professed Arianism. But to Tariq and his fellow Muslims, it was Spain’s Christians who swore corrupted beliefs, as an Arabian desert merchant trader named Muhammad had warned in preaching a new religious movement based on total self-surrender to God’s will. Some 170 years after Muhammad’s death, Tariq incorporated Spain into the very wide swath of territory known as the dar al Islam (“abode of Islam”). Muhammad’s vision had inspired Spain’s conquerors, deeply influenced their statecraft, and guided their interaction with non-Muslims.
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Cllronology for A Vanished World

Year

Christian Spain

Muslim Spain

Key Events

Culture and Religion

600

700

800

900

476-711 Visigoth Rule

Il 10651109 Atfonso VI

1217-1252 Fernando IIT

1230 Léon and Castile
permanently united

1252-1284 Alfonso X

1369 Enrique (II) kills
edro the Cruel
1469 Isabella marries

Ferdinand

1474-1504 Isabella
the Catholic

756-788 Abd al-Rahman I

756-1031 Umayyad Dynasty
912-961 Abd al-Rahman ITI

976-1002 Almanzor
1009-1031 Umayyad dynasty

collapses

1086-1144 Almoravid Dynasty

1147-1228 Almohad Dynasty

1232-1492 Nasrid Dynasty
rules Granada

711 Muslim invasion of Spain

778 Charlemagne ambushed
(basis for Song of Roland)

850-859 Cordoba martyr-activists.

997 Almanzor sacks Santiago

1085 Alfonso VI captures Toledo

'E1094 El Cid captures Valencia

1095 Pope Urban II launches Crusades
1170 Order of Santiago founded

1212 Las Navas de Tolosa
(Muslim army defeated)

%l 236 Fernando III captures Cérdoba

1248 Fernando III captures Seville

1348-1350 Bubonic Plague sweeps Europe

1391 Anti-Jewish riots

1481 Spanish Inquisition begins
(Granada surrender)

1492 Jews must convert or emigrate

1492 Columbus reaches Americas

1502 Muslims must convert or emigrate

Il491—l492 Muslim rule ends
=.{

632 Muhammad
636 Isidore of Seville

Ziryab

|-857
11859 Eulogius

c. 1003 Pope Sylvester IT
‘mathematician)
1013 Abulcasis

1056 Samuel ha-Nagid (general)

1100-Song of Roland

1185 Ibn Tufayl
[ (Hayy Ibn Yagzan author)
1187 Gerard of Cremona (translator)
=ll 198 Averroes

. 1200 Poem of El Cid
1204 Moses Maimonides
1240 Ibn Arabi (Sufi mystic)

1305 Moses de Le6n (Zohar author)

Key: A single year denotes an event's
occurrence or an individual’s death
Dating of medieval events is an
inexact science, and the dates shown
should be considered no more than
close approximations.
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