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In this essay, Henry Luttikhuizen analyzes the interaction between Muslims and Christians in 

medieval Spain. Rather than address these two religions as competing theological systems or 

worldviews, alternative expressions of private commitments, he approaches them in terms of 

social practices, as social rituals and public performances hoping to shape personal virtues and 

beliefs. Although medieval Europeans strove to re-conquer Iberia in the name of the Christian 

God by eliminating the presence of Islam, they also frequently appropriated Muslim imagery and 

cultural practices into their places of worship. Henry Luttikhuizen is Professor of Art History at 

Calvin College. 

 
Mine, yours. ñThis is my dog,ò said those poor children. ñThat is my place in the sun.ò 
That is 

the origin and picture of universal usurpation. (Blaise Pascal, Pensées, IV, 98)  

 

Paradoxically, it is as alienusðas foreigner and otherðthat humanity is not alienated. 

(Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, II, 4, 59) 

 

In the summer of 1889, the city of Paris hosted the Exposition Universelle, an international 

exhibition of mock villages and streets, analogous to Disneyôs EPCOT center.
1
 As recounted by 

Timothy Mitchell, visitors were able to walk through miseenscènes of various places around the 

world rendered in meticulous naturalistic detail. At each exhibition, visitors were able to sample 

foods and purchase items associated with particular cultures. Although some of the venues, 

especially those representing French colonies, included native peoples on display, in most cases, 

French citizens played the roles of others, performing foreign dances and hawking exotic goods 

in traditional costumes. The entire exhibition was designed to recreate other places as accurately 

as possible, and it was quite successful, judging from its popularity. Over thirty-two million 

visitors attended the show. 

 

For example, the representation of a medieval street in Cairo was filled with little kiosks, 

chaotically arranged. Yet, it was designed with great care. As one of the visitors put it, ñEven the 

paint on the buildings was made dirty.ò
2
 Imported donkeys and French citizens, dressed in the 

guise of Egyptians, provided ample commotion to suggest the hustle and bustle of a bazaar. The 

masked Europeans sold donkey rides and items connected with the Near East, though admittedly, 

these vendors expected francs from their customers. The whole exposition was framed in terms 

of authenticity of representation. Visitors marveled at its apparent realism and touted its various 

exhibits for their educational value.  

 

Four Egyptian scholars en route to an academic congress in Stockholm stopped in Paris to see 

the show. They were fascinated by the exposition, especially its painstaking attention to 

naturalistic detail. However, they were also troubled by it. The representation of a Cairo mosque 

was especially problematic. The vendors expected francs from their customers. Although the 



front of the building resembled an Islamic place of prayer, it was really no more than a façade for 

a coffee shop housed inside, where visitors could watch dance performances and whirling 

dervishes. 

 

The exhibit claimed to be a realistic portrait of Egypt, but it looked like a place that the 

Egyptians had never quite seen before, paradoxically familiar but foreign. Within this uncanny 

scenario, the Egyptians likely found themselves as objects of display. They were also offended to 

discover that the mosque in the exposition functioned as a coffee house. The architectural display 

not only puzzled them, it violated the sanctity of a sacred place. 

 

Upon leaving Paris, their experience of Western Europe did not improve. In the streets of 

Stockholm, members of the delegation were treated as curiosities, as objects of spectacle. The 

Egyptians were in Sweden to participate in an academic congress as Orientalists devoted to the 

study of the Near East, but they were treated as if they were simply something unusual to see. 

ñScandinavian people,ò as a European participant in the congress noted, ñseemed to think that it 

[the delegation] was a collection of Orientals, not of Orientalists.ò3 However, it was not just the 

ñcommon folkò who objectified the Egyptians with their gaze. Some of the academics attending 

the conference were also at fault. The Egyptians were invited to speak; however, they were  

criticized for speaking in Arabic, which, to the ears of at least one Oxford-trained scholar, 

sounded ñso unworthy of a sensible man.ò
4
 Civilized discourse, it seems, could only occur in the 

languages of the West. 

 

Even though these two events, an exposition and an academic congress, projected a veil of 

authenticity, they did not, of course, provide objective truth. On the contrary, their features were 

constructed and framed by imperialistic power and prejudice.
5
 Ultimately, these two events may 

teach us more about nineteenth-century European cultural expectations than they do about 

medieval or nineteenth-century Egypt. However, those events also provide us moments to pause 

and reconsider contemporary interpretations of the Near East and its relationship to the 

West. 

 

As the anthropologist Talad Asad has shown, Western civilization is not so much a geographic 

designation as it is an ideological identity.
6
 In the narrative of European history, Islam is 

typically treated either as an intrusive contaminant or as a passive carrier of classical thought and 

culture. Within this setting, Islam is deemed other or alien, something outside and different from 

Europe, which is assumed to be sufficiently homogenous and pure, thanks to its Christian 

inheritance. Even if Islam is viewed primarily as a neutral conduit of classical ideals, it is still 

considered to be something foreign. Although it is located on the continent, medieval Spain 

under Muslim rule, until recently, was often overlooked, external to the rest of Europe. Yet, it is 

difficult to imagine what the West would be without it. 

 

Soon after the suicide attacks of September 11, the conservative political columnist George Will 

predicted that America would now return from its ñholiday from history.ò
7
 Although books on 

Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism have flooded the market since that infamous day, most 

Americans are still on vacation. The mass media and the Bush administration have offered 

precious little to enhance our understanding of the Islamic world. To remedy this situation and to 

foster greater solidarity between Christians, Muslims, and Jews, some authors have returned to 



medieval Spain, to a time and place believed to provide relative tolerance and peace between the 

three peoples of the Book, for answers. 

 

In the preface of Mar²a Rosa Menocalôs The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, and 
Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain, the literary critic Harold Bloom 

invites readers to see the current relevance of the book. As he puts it, there are no Muslim 

Andalusians visible anywhere in the world today. The Iran of the ayatollahs and the Afghanistan 

of the Taliban may mark an extreme, but even Egypt is now not much of a culture of tolerance. 

The Israelis and Palestinians, even if they could achieve a workable peace, would still be 

surrounded by a Muslim world very remote from the Andalusia of Abd al-Rahman and his 

descendants. It is salutary to be reminded of what Córdoba and Granada once were, and yet it is 

also disquieting.
8
 

 

Although Bloomôs lament may be well founded, he is too forgiving in regards to Muslim 

Andalusia. Medieval Spain, unfortunately, was never the site of such harmonious co-existence. 

Although ñpeople of the Bookò often tolerated the presence of one another in their cities, this 

never led to cultural homogeneity or peace in Andalusia. Their contacts were sufficiently 

harmonious for economic gain and political stability, but the three religious groups also produced 

numerous rules and regulations to ensure the purity of their respective faiths. In other words, 

their communities may have been integrated, but this is not to say that residents lived in a 

melting pot or that the assimilation was an easy or simple process. Cultural exchanges were 

frequently conducted with caution and suspicion and were not typically characterized by mutual 

equality or respect. Admittedly, persecution and prejudices dramatically increased as Christians 

gained majority status. 

 

This article will provide a brief historical overview of medieval Spain in hopes of raising broader 

issues about the relationship between Christianity and Islam, and between Western and Near-

Eastern cultures.
9
 Rather than address these two religions as competing theological systems or 

worldviews, alternative expressions of private commitments, this study will approach them in 

terms of social practices, as social rituals and public performances hoping to shape personal 

virtues and beliefs.
10

 As we shall see, Islam played an important role in the formation of 

European identity. Not only did Medieval Europeans strive to reconquer Iberia in the name of the 

Christian God by eliminating the presence of Islam, they also, paradoxically, actively  

appropriated Muslim imagery and cultural practices into their places of worship. In a sense, 

Islam not only informed where Christians worshipped, but how they worshipped. Consequently, 

studying the interaction of Christianity and Islam will not only teach us about religious 

similarities and differences, it will also teach us about the formation of identity, be it Western, 

European, Christian, or otherwise. 

 

The Caliphate of Córdoba 

 

Muslims controlled parts of the Iberian Peninsula for nearly eight hundred years. In the year 711, 

Berber armies from northwest Africa invaded Spain, landing on the rock, which they named 

Jabal Tariq or Gibralter, after their Arab general, Tariq ibn Ziyan. Tariqôs armies defeated the 

Visigoths, Germanic peoples who migrated to the Iberian Peninsula in 414 and established a 

weak monarchy to govern its lands. The Visigoths were Arian Christians, who denied the Trinity 



and the Virgin Birth, believing Christ was only figuratively the Son of God. Within a year, the 

Berbers conquered the Visigothic capital city of Toledo and most of the Iberian Peninsula. 

Although many of them returned home to Africa with booty and slaves, others stayed and settled 

in the region they named al-Andalus, that is to say, Andalusia, the land of the Vandals (or 

Visigoths).
11

 

 

Radical changes in the Middle East, however, would prove to make even a greater impact on 

medieval Spain. Although the Umayyad dynasty ruled the Muslim world from the city of  

Damascus in Syria, the fate of this family would deeply affect Iberia. One evening, in an 

apparent gesture of good will, the leader of the Abbasids, rivals of the Umayyads, invited the 

royal family to dine with them and form a truce. At the banquet, however, the deceived 

Umayyads were massacred. With these assassinations, the Abbasids were able to seize control of 

the Muslim world in 750. 

 

Only one member of the Umayyad dynasty, Abd al-Rahman I, the leaderôs grandson, was able to 

escape. Aided by political allies and maternal relatives (his mother was a Berber), al-Rahman 

fled across northern Africa with the Abbasids close on his heels. Al-Rahmanôs journey ended in 

al-Andalus, where he was able to find sanctuary from the Abbasids. Soon after his arrival, al-

Rahman (r. 756-88) consolidated the region and made Córdoba the capital of his emirate. 

 

In Córdoba Christians and Jews were able to continue their religious practices, so long as they 

paid their taxes to the Muslim leadership. As fellow ñpeople of the Book,ò Christians and Jews 

(dhimmis) were protected by law from persecution in Islamic Spain. Yet, the cost of religious 

freedom for Christians was exclusion from political power. As the historian Thomas Glick has 

noted, the dhimma rule was arranged ñto ensure that the religious groups were kept separate, 

distinct, and apart from one another, lest the dominant religion suffer contamination from the 

subordinate ones.ò
12

 For example, Christians were allowed to have ecclesiastical courts, where 

clerics settled inheritance disputes, marital issues, as well as commercial conflicts between 

Christians. But Christian judges were not allowed to preside over cases that involved Muslims. 

In addition, according to Muslim law, Muslim men were permitted to marry Christian women, 

with the understanding that their offspring would be raised Muslim. Christian men, however, 

were not allowed to marry Muslim women, for it was believed that this would place a Muslim in 

a subordinate position relative to a Christian. In all cases, the authority of Islam had to be upheld. 

Incidentally, in Christian courts, all marriages of mixed religion were outlawed. Not surprisingly, 

within this cultural climate, upward mobility typically demanded conversion to Islam, and this 

was the choice that many Christians in Andalusia took. 

 

Between 784-86, al-Rahman I built a mosque on the purchased site of a church, San Vicente. 

This reappropriation or ñconversionò of a sacred place parallels the construction of the Great 

Mosque of Damascus, which was built on church property bought from Christians.
13

 Prior to 

becoming the location of an Islamic house of prayer, the Damascus site contained the Byzantine 

church of St. John the Baptist, which is placed above the ancient Roman Temple of Jupiter 

Damascenus, which in turn, was occupied previously by the Temple of Haddad, the ancient 

Ammonite storm god. In addition, the mosque in Córdoba, like the Great Mosque of Damascus, 

was built in a hypostyle plan (a rectangular space filled with numerous rows of columns) with 

alternating dark red bricks and pale white stones in the voussoirs of its horseshoe arches (Figure 

http://www.schillerinstitute.org/graphics/photos/events_places/2006/cordoba_mosque.jpg
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1). Finally, both mosques face south. According to tradition, a mosqueôs prayer wall or qibla 
should be directed towards Mecca. The city of Damascus is north of Mecca. Consequently, the 

directionality of its qibla follows conventional norms. Córdoba, by contrast, is far to the west. Its 

qibla should face east, but does not. The southern position of the qibla, however, effectively 

reinforces continuities between al-Rahmanôs emirate and the capital city of the Umayyads. Yet, 

nostalgia for Syria does not in itself offer an adequate explanation for the mosqueôs visual 

appearance. 

 

The prayer hallôs Corinthian columns, appropriated from earlier Roman and Visigothic 

buildings, were relatively short. To elevate the ceiling of the mosque, al-Rahmanôs architects 

designed a two-tiered arcade with Corinthian columns on the bottom. The idea for this may have 

derived from studying a Roman aqueduct at nearby Mérida. This ingenious solution not only 

heightened the interior, it also helped produce the illusion of greater spatial depth. Although the 

Umayyads did not introduce the horseshoe arch to Spain (there are Roman and Visigothic 

precedents), they definitely popularized its use, including hundreds of horseshoe arches in the 

Great Mosque alone. 

 

C·rdobaôs mosque would undergo four renovations in its history. Initially, the mosque 

established by al-Rahman I included a square hypostyle, likely divided into eleven aisles, with 

approximately one hundred and twenty columns. The central nave was slightly wider than the 

other aisles, accentuating the axial symmetry of the plan leading to the mihrab, the prayer niche 

located on the qibla. The first change occurred in the first half of the ninth century, when Abd al-

Rahman II (r. 822-52) increased the mosqueôs width by two aisles and its length by eight bays. 

The additional columns in this remodeling were not taken from other buildings but constructed 

by masons to imitate the appearance of original ones. 

 

The second alteration of the mosque highlights the transformation of the Umayyad emirate into a 

caliphate. At Friday prayers on 16 January 929, Abd al-Rahman III (r. 912-61) declared himself 

khalifa or caliph, successor to the Prophet Muhammad, a lofty title implying that he was the sole 

representative of Muhammad on earth. Claiming the status by hereditary right, al-Rahman III 

formally rejected the authority of the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. Although the newly self-

appointed Caliph of Córdoba aspired to be like his ancestral namesake, al-Rahman III was barely 

Syrian. He was the son of a Muslim emir and a Christian concubine. Al-Rahman III had light 

skin, blue eyes, and red hair, which he is said to have dyed black to give himself a more Arabic 

appearance. Most likely, Baghdad would not have felt threatened by the words of a man 

marginalized at the edge of the known world. However, al-Rahmanôs statement counteracted the 

Fatimids, a Shiôite dynasty that claimed to have descended from Muhammadôs daughter Fatima 

and currently ruled northern Africa from Algeria to Egypt. The Fatimids had set up their own 

caliphate in 910, nearly twenty years earlier. In addition, al-Rahmanôs decree may have helped to 

diminish the power of regional lords and hence centralized his authority within al-Andalus. 

 

When the caliphôs successor and son al-Hakam II (r. 961-76) remodeled the Great Mosque of 

Cordoba, not only did he extend the hallôs length by twelve bays, but al-Hakam also redesigned 

the mihrab and the maqsura, the area directly in front of the prayer niche reserved for the caliph 

and his royal entourage. (Figure 2) 
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The maqsura includes three domed bays, which are covered, like the dome of the mihrab, with 

precious mosaics of gold and lapis lazuli, and decorated with abstract geometric patterns, vegetal 

forms, and sacred inscriptions from the Qurôan. 

 

The calligraphy is rendered in Kufic script, an angular writing style popular in the Middle East. 

The artists who completed the work, however, likely came from the Byzantine Empire. Córdoba 

and Constantinople shared diplomatic and trade relations as well as a mutual lack of admiration 

for the Abbasids. 

 

The columns separating the maqsura from the rest of the prayer hall support do not have 

horseshoe arches but elaborate polylobed arches intricately carved with floral patterns. The 

interlacing of these complex arches marks the hierarchic authority of the caliph and increases the 

sense of the sacred as the worshipper 471 approaches the mihrab. 

 

Al -Hakamôs architectural changes may have also been motivated by competition with Christian 

places of worship. The mihrab at Córdoba does not follow the rule of thumb of Islamic sacred 

architecture. It is more than simply a niche that recedes into the thickness of a prayer wall. The 

innovative mihrab is entered through an archway and is designed as an additional room, making 

it a space analogous to the apse of a Christian church. However, this appropriation of a Christian 

plan could not have been explicit. To articulate such a borrowing would have appeared impious 

and would have suggested dependency on another religion. Nonetheless, church architecture and 

Christian rituals fascinated medieval Muslims. Leaders frequently voiced their concerns, 

suggesting that the sheer spectacle of Christianity could dupe the spiritually weak into accepting 

false religion. 

 

As part of the agreement granting religious freedom to the Christian minority, Christians were 

not allowed to build new churches or remodel existing ones. They were not allowed to wear 

crosses or participate in public displays of worship. Christians could not pray aloud in public 

places or ring church bells. Although Christianity was tolerated, any kind of proselytizing was 

forbidden. By law, Islam could not be openly challenged. The punishment for violating this 

policy was death. 

 

Even though the mosqueôs mihrab is decorated with mosaics that were likely produced by 

Byzantine Christians, it is covered with unusual inscriptions in tesserae beseeching Allah to 

strengthen the faithful and to keep them from going astray. 

 

Paradoxically, the Córdoba mihrab, in comparison to other mihrabs, looks quite ñChristianò and 

yet it also seems to speak out against Christianity in the loudest voice. 

 

In the late tenth century, the Great Mosque was remodeled a third time between 987 and 990. 

Under the supervision of al-Mansur, who served as regent of the caliphate while Hisham II was 

too young to reign, the mosque was significantly increased in scale. Widening the prayer hall by 

eight aisles on the northeast side returned the mosque to its initial squared design, but it 

drastically eschewed the symmetry of the mosque, for the mihrab is no longer placed on the 

central axis. 

 



In 997, al-Mansur donated church bells that he had plundered from Santiago de Compostela after 

defeating the city. His gifts were used as lamps in the mosque. 

 

The fourth renovation is of a different kind. After Córdoba fell into the hands of Christians from 

the North in 1236, the Great Mosque was converted into the cityôs cathedral. Fernando III 

returned al-Mansurôs favor, by sending the bells back to Santiago on the backs of Muslim 

prisoners. During the early sixteenth century, local leaders and clergy decided to construct a 

walled church or coro within the midst of the Islamic prayer hall, effectively disrupting the 

extensive unity of the two-tiered horseshoe arcades. Upon visiting Córdoba, the King of Spain 

and the Holy Roman emperor Charles V criticized them, saying ñYou could have built here what 

you, or anyone else, might build anywhere; to do so you have destroyed what was unique to the 

world.ò Ironically, the Spanish king built his own palace in the midst of the greatest of Moorish 

castles, the Alhambra, disrupting its established architectural harmony. Although part of 

C·rdobaôs mosque has been erased to accommodate a church, the alteration continues to remind 

us of the ways in which Christianity and Islam have helped shape the history of Spain. Medieval 

Córdoba was a great center of learning. It was noteworthy for its promotion of numerous fields 

of study, including astronomy, physics, botany, medicine, philosophy, and navigation. In 

agriculture, for instance, Muslims brought new fruits and vegetables into Europe. Artichokes, 

oranges, and lemons were imported to Andalusia to satisfy their taste. Muslims also introduced 

Arabic numbering, algebra, and the ideals of courtly love to the European continent. 

 

Although figurative imagery is forbidden in sacred iconography, Muslims frequently used it in 

courtly art. In 1004, the caliph Hisham II gave al-Mansurôs son, Abd al-Malik, an ivory box 

consisting of nineteen plaques and known today as the Pamplona Casket (Figure 3).
14

 This 

precious container is covered with elaborate ornament and includes twenty-one courtly scenes in 

octagonal lobed medallions. 

 

The enthroned caliph is pictured between attendants offering him perfumes and musical 

entertainment. Feast celebrations, lion and elephant hunts are also represented. These scenes as 

well as the profusion of vegetal and floral motifs reinforce connotations of a princely paradise. A 

long Kufic inscription frames the casketôs lid: ñIn the name of Allah. Blessings from Allah, 

goodwill, happiness, and attainment of expectations from pious works, and respite from the 

appointed time of death to the hiajib Sayf-al-Dawla Abd al-Malik, son of al-Mansur, may Allah 

grant him success.ò Abd al-Malik likely received this ivory in appreciation for his victories 

against Christians at León. However, the casket, captured in the Reconquista (the Christian 

reconquering of Spain), later served as a reliquary at a Christian monastery at Leyre. 

 

Even though the container now housed sacred remains, its secular imagery remained intact. 

Although it shows Islamic courtly life and has a prayerful inscription to Allah, the object of 

luxury was believed by Christians to provide a dwelling place worthy of a saint. The value of the 

ivory and appreciation of exquisite handiwork likely encouraged the monks to refashion the 

casketôs use. In addition, through its reappropriation, the box served as a trophy, revealing 

Christian victory over Islam. Despite its Islamic iconography, or perhaps because of it, the casket 

was ñsanctifiedò by its new placement and purified by its association with the relics it housed. 

Within this setting, the Islamic iconography and inscription are deemed powerless reminders of 
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Christian triumph. The question remains, however, whether this precious casket can be reduced 

in its entirety to being such as passive object. 

 

Mozarabic Spain 

 

The term Mozarabic derived from the Arabic mustarib, meaning ñArabized.ò Initially, the word 

was used by Christians to describe those who compromised their Christian faith for worldly 

gain.
15

 In his Indiculus Luminosus, Paul Albar, a ninth-century Christian layman from Córdoba, 

laments: 

 

ñThe Christians love to read the poems and romances of the Arabs; they study the Arab 

theologians and philosophers, not to refute them but to form a correct and elegant Arabic. Where 

is the layman who now reads Latin commentaries on the Holy Scriptures, or who studies the 

Gospels, prophets or apostles? Alas! All talented young Christians read and study with 

enthusiasm the Arab books; they gather immense libraries at great expense; they despise the 

Christian literature as unworthy of attention. They have forgotten their own language. For every 

one who can write a letter in Latin to a friend, there are a thousand who can express themselves 

in Arabic with elegance, and write better poems in this language than the Arabs themselves.ò
16

 

 

Although medieval Christians in Andalusia increasingly assimilated to the Islamic customs that 

surrounded them, a minority became more adamant in separating themselves from the dominant 

Muslim culture. They began voicing their resentment of the conditional tolerance afforded them. 

Their religious freedom demanded silence. Christians were not permitted to evangelize or preach 

in public. As Paul Albar puts it, ñWe [Christians] have become . . . dumb dogs, unable to bark.ò
17

 

 

Nonetheless, some Christians were beginning to speak up. In the latter half of the ninth century, 

over fifty Christians from Córdoba were executed. They died not because they were Christians, 

but because they openly called Muhammad a false prophet. Most of C·rdobaôs bishops 

condemned these acts of voluntary martyrdom; however, some Christians treated these executed 

witnesses as saints. From as far away as France, travelers came to obtain their precious relics, 

despite the lack of miracles attributed to these bodily remains. 

 

Ironically, in time, the pejorative adjective, Mozarabic, became associated with those who 

resisted, rather than collaborated, with Moslems. While Christians were tolerated under Islamic 

rule, many monks migrated from Muslim territories northward to the Asturian kingdom of 

Alfonso III (866ï911), where they established monastic communities. For example, Benedictine 

monks cloistered near Córdoba fled north and established a new monastery, San Miguel de 

Escalada, on recently reclaimed land. The ñfrontier monasticismò of these Benedictines affirmed 

the triumphal return of Christianity and encouraged Christians who were still living in areas 

under Muslim control to move.
18

 The monks continued to refer to themselves as brothers from 

Córdoba, an allusion to their refugee status and a call to continue the Reconquista. 

 

The ñMozarabicò church of San Miguel de Escalada makes use of the horseshoe arch in 

elevation and in plan (Figure 4). Although this architectural characteristic is often associated 

with Islamic buildings, it is also a common feature in Visigothic churches. The liturgy performed 

in this monastic church forbids members of the laity to enter the altar space or even see the 
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sacred ritual that occurred there. A curtain was placed in front of the sanctuary, preserving the 

mystery of the sacrament. During the Mass, clergy brought communion to the laity on the other 

side of the choir. This liturgical practice imitated Visigothic ideals, implying continuity with 

earlier Christians, while ignoring differences with their Arian apostasy. 

 

In a monastic church that included horseshoe arches, made popular by C·rdobaôs Great Mosque, 

medieval Christians acted as if Islam had never come to Spain. The most famous examples of 

Mozarabic art are the richly illuminated copies of Beatus of Liébanaôs Commentary of the 

Apocalypse.
19

 Beatus of Liébana, an eighth-century Spanish monk and mystic, wrote his 

commentary primarily to combat the heresy of Adoptionismðthe belief that Christ was born 

human but only later gained his divinity through the adoption of God the Father. Adoptionism 

was a popular conviction in Visigothic Spain. Bishop Elipandus of Toledo and his followers 

continued to promote Adoptionism well into the eighth century. Beatusôs commentary 

encouraged readers to prepare for the eschaton, the end of the world, when Christ would return 

victoriously in Final Judgment. In anticipation of the Apocalypse, Beatus warned against false 

prophets and advocated fidelity to theological orthodoxy. Although his remarks were directed 

against Adoptionism, they could be readily interpreted as an attack against Islam. During the 

ninth and tenth centuries, numerous illuminated manuscripts of Beatusôs commentaries were 

produced. Lavishly illustrated, these works vividly reminded viewers to pray for Christôs 

triumphant return. 

 

Andalusia under the Taifa-Kings 

 

After the collapse of the Caliphate of Córdoba in 1031, rival Muslim factions known as the taifa-

kings (party rulers) competed for power. Al-Andalus became fragmented under these regional 

leaders. It was divided into seven major taifas and several smaller ones. Taifa-kings collected 

luxurious items and exhibited them to show their power and courtly prestige. Silk weavings 

imitating valuable Persian fabrics were considered great treasures. The Witches Pallium, now 

housed at the Museu Episcopal de Vic (Catalonia), provides a good case in point.
20

 On this 

precious crimson textile, likely produced in Andalusia, fantastic creatures, rendered in dark green 

and yellow thread, are arranged in horizontal rows and follow designs popular in the Middle 

East. Although the representations of winged felines have been called witches, giving the work 

its title, the imaginary beasts closely resemble griffins and do not make reference to witches. The 

secular iconography of griff ins, traditional symbols of courtly power, suggests that the silk was 

once located within a Muslim palace. When the silk weaving later fell into Christian hands, it 

was donated to the monastery of San Juan de la Abadesas in Catalonia, where it served as an 

antependium, a cloth covering the front of the churchôs altar. 

 

Sometime prior to 1067, the monastery of San Millán de la Cogolla acquired a red cloth 

decorated with rows of winged lions represented in green and yellow thread.
21

 It looks similar to 

the Witches Pallium in style and iconography and was also probably made in Andalusia. 

However, after its translation to the monastery, the crimson silk was used as the lining for a 

reliquary dedicated to the sixth-century local saint San Millán, otherwise known as Saint 

Aemilian. 

 



The exterior of the reliquary was covered with precious gems and ivory plaques narrating the 

saintôs miraculous life. The style of the reliefs suggests a connection with workshops in Lorraine. 

Unfortunately, these ivory panels were removed by Napoleonôs troops in 1809, when they 

plundered the Benedictine monastery, and since then, the plaques have been divided between 

various museums. The exterior conveys continuity with other Christian territories, but this cannot 

explain the visual characteristics of the lining. Even though the reliquary would typically be 

closed, concealing its interiority, this does not explain why an Islamic textile was used to cloak 

San Mill§nôs relics. Adding to the complexity of the matter, the San Millán de la Cogolla 

reliquary is not an isolated phenomenon. There are numerous examples of silk textiles found in 

reliquaries. Removed from their initial sites of power, these crimson cloths nonetheless 

continued to be precious items, ones that Christian believed were appropriate to clothe their 

patron saints. 

 

The Empires of the Almoravids and the Almohads 

 

The decentering of authority and the lavish lifestyles of the taifa-kings put Muslim territories at 

risk. To foster political stability against rivals, taifa-kings frequently offered bribes to their 

neighbors and regularly paid tribute to Christian kings. Throughout the eleventh century, 

Christian leaders in the northern kingdoms took advantage of the situation and intensified their 

Reconquista of the peninsula. 

 

To defend their lands, the taifa-kings called upon the Almoravids, Muslims from northern Africa, 

for help.
22

 The Almoravids or Veiled Ones, named after the head garments they wore to protect 

themselves from desert winds, were quite strict in observing humility. Upon entering Iberia, 

however, the Almoravids openly criticized the taifa-kings for their lack of virtue and discipline 

and turned on the taifakings, taking control of Al-Andalus for themselves. The Almoravids 

preferred modesty over ostentatious displays of wealth. Although the Almoravids initially 

condemned the opulence associated with the taifa-kings, advocating a more austere manner of 

courtly life, in time, they began to imitate their predecessors, producing luxurious art and 

architecture of their own. 

 

In 1174, the Almoravids were overthrown by their Moroccan rivals, the Almohads, otherwise 

known as Unitarians, for their fundamental desire to unify all under the absolute sovereignty of 

Allah. Although the Moroccan city of Rabat served as the Almohad capital, Seville became its 

seat of power in Andalusia. One of the early Iberian supporters of the Almohads was Ibn Rushd 

(also known as Averroës). Noteworthy for his translations of Aristotle and Galen, Averroës 

helped reintroduce Classical thought into Western Europe. Christian scholastic philosophers and 

theologians, such as St. Thomas Aquinas, would later revere Averroës as the greatest 

commentator on Aristotle. 

 

The Almohads also renewed the promotion of artistic restraint. For instance, the Giralda, the 

only surviving part of the Almohad mosque in Seville, is strictly controlled in the ornamental 

geometry of its brickwork (Figure 7). Based on minarets from Morocco, the tower appears 

austere, but highly refined. Subtle variations in design keep the decoration from becoming 

redundant and monotonous. Today, the Giralda serves as the bell tower for the cathedral of 

Seville, simultaneously marking the defeat and past glory of the cityôs Muslim architecture. 
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Spanish Muslims produced exquisite illuminated manuscripts and extraordinary tapestries, in 

addition to architecture and ivory caskets. The calligraphy from a Qurôan reinforces the sanctity 

of the holy writings as it conveys the rhythm of the spoken word. Diacritical marks rendered in 

different color facilitate pronunciation and recitation. Each sura, or chapter heading, is typically 

marked in reverse, in black with gold outlines, to separate it from the rest of the text. Small  

roundels are used to distinguish verses from one another. The style of the script, however, differs 

from traditional Kufic calligraphy. Angularity is replaced by a more curvilinear technique.  

 

Graceful swinging curves join letters and words together in harmonious unity.
23

 The fourteenth-

century chronicler Ibn Khaldun claimed that Western Muslims, unlike their counterparts in the 

Middle East, were trained to write entire words rather than separate letters. Whether true or not, 

his remarks reveal the power of cursive writing in Islamic Spain.
24

 

 

The Almohads also prized silk weavings, for their beauty and for the amount of labor it took to 

produce them. The Banner of Las Navas de Tolosa (Figure 8) contains nearly sixty threads per 

inch.
25

 Although decorated with numerous intricate interlocking geometric and organic motifs, 

an eight-pointed star in the center dominates the bannerôs design. On five distinct bands, 

calligraphy based on the Qurôan directs readers to Allah as the sanctuary from evil and as the 

merciful provider of paradise. Sacred inscriptions in the upper registrar read, ñIn God I find 

refuge from Satan, punished by stoning. In the name of the compassionate and merciful God. 

The blessing of God be upon our Lord and Master Muhammad, the honored prophet, and upon 

his family and friends. Health and Peace.ò The blue inscription surrounding the central design of 

the eight-pointed star in four bands is from the Qurôan (61:10-12), promising forgiveness of sins 

and the mighty triumph of Allah. Echoing the points of the central star, eight medallions hang 

from the bannerôs bottom, accentuating the luxurious and harmonious qualities of the weaving. 

Nonetheless, the silk weaving was taken from vanquished Muslims as booty. 

 

The title of the banner is a misnomer. The tapestry was thought to be a victorôs trophy from the 

Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa, where the Christian king Alfonso VIII of Castile and his allies 

defeated Almohad armies in 1212. However, recent scholarship suggests that the banner was 

acquired later, during the military campaigns of Fernando III (1236-48). The king donated the 

textile to the Cistercian monastery of Santa María la Real de las Huegas in Burgos as a sign of 

divine favor in the Christian crusade against Islam. Throughout the thirteenth century, the 

Almohads continued to suffer major defeats and gradually lost power to the Christian kings. The 

Reconquista was not simply a Spanish affair. Crusading knights from beyond the Pyrenees, like 

Roland, the hero of the famous Carolingian epic, came to Spain in the name of Christ to fight 

Muslims in Spain.
26

 They saw their mission as one of purification, of cleansing the Iberian 

Peninsula of infidelity, which of course, was tied to a greater project, the recapturing of the Holy 

Lands. The Christian knights not only kept the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela 

(which housed the relics of St. James) open for Christian travelers, they also pushed south, 

hoping to keep Christendom safe from the threat of future attacks.
27

 According to legend, even 

Saint James participated in the Reconquista. He is said to have been seen riding on a white horse 

killing Muslims with his sword. From this vision, Saint James received his famous nickname, 

Matamoros, the Slayer of Moors. Stories of saintly apparitions encouraged Christians to join the 

Reconquista.  
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The increased travel on the pilgrimage routes across northern Spain to Santiago de Compostela 

and the intensification of the Reconquista fostered changes in liturgy and visual culture. 

Romanesque churches and monasteries began to appear more frequently along the Road to 

Santiago. The use of the Mozarabic liturgy waned as Christians in Spain started following the 

Roman rite. However, Islam continued to affect Christian devotional imagery. Consider the 

Batlló Crucifix (Figure 9).
28

 

 

Although the initial location of this three-foot high wooden cross remains a mystery, it was likely 

located in the altar space of a Catalonian church. The Batlló Crucifix is based on the Volto Santo 
(Holy Face), a now lost sculpture brought to Lucca (Italy) in the eighth century. According to 

legend, Nicodemus, who witnessed the Crucifixion and helped to remove Christ in the 

Deposition, produced the sculpture. 

 

In the Battló Crucifix, Christ is alive, with open eyes. He does not appear to be physically 

suffering. His bowed head and downcast eyes, however, evoke acknowledgement of his fate and 

encourages pious beholders to meditate on the meaning of his sacrifice. The Latin inscription 

above his head reads, ñBehold the King of the Jews.ò Surprisingly, Christ is not represented in a 

loincloth, but in an elaborate robe. The long-sleeved belted tunic, called a colobium, is decorated 

with Islamic motifs and appears to have been made of silk. The hem of the garment has false 

Arabic writing. As mentioned earlier, Iberian Christians occasionally appropriated Muslim 

textiles to cover the fronts of their altars and to line precious reliquaries. Consequently, Christôs 

ornate attire, although Islamic in appearance, was easily associated with the sacred. 

 

The Emirate of Granada 

 

By the middle of the thirteenth century, nearly all of the Iberian Peninsula was reclaimed. As 

Christians secured cultural dominance, Jews and Mudejars (Muslims who chose to live under 

Christian rule) increasingly became subject to discrimination and violence.
29

 In the aftermath of 

Almohad control, Muhammad ibn Yusuf ibn Nasr established a small emirate in Granada. To 

guarantee the survival of his emirate, Muhammad and his descendents regularly paid large 

tributes to Spainôs Christian kings. 

 

On top of a large hill, overlooking the city of Granada, the Nasrid rulers built a fortified series of 

palaces known as the Alhambra, in a magnificent display of political authority.
30

 Although the 

Alhambra was a stronghold, it was also a glorious retreat, one designed to anticipate paradise on 

earth. The Alhambra contained many gardens pleasurable to the senses and the presence of water 

in numerous pools and fountains reinforced its quality as an oasis. The walls of its castles are 

covered with delicate relief panels in stucco, enhancing the refined character of the courtly 

setting. 

In 1492, the year that Christopher Columbus sailed across the Atlantic Ocean, Granada was 

defeated by the Catholic kings, Fernando II of Aragon and Isabel I of Castile. This effectively 

brought the Reconquista to an end. Only weeks after taking control of the emirate, Isabel signed 

a decree expelling all Muslims and Jews who refused to accept Christianity from her kingdom. 

Fernando refused to endorse a similar policy in Aragon. In 1525, however, his successor and 

grandson Charles V approved the expulsion of unconverted Muslims and Jews across all of 
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Spain. Islam was effectively banished from Spain, and its mosques were destroyed or radically 

remodeled for Christian worship. 

 

A Question of Tolerance 

 

The Reconquista claimed to be not only a retaking of the peninsula, but also a retrieval to the 

way things once were. However, it could not bring about that return, for the success of such a 

return relied on forgetting the cultural and religious differences between Latin Christendom, 

including the northern kingdoms of Spain, and the earlier Visigoths, who by contemporary 

standards should have been perceived as barbarian heretics. 

 

Nonetheless, despite Christian and Muslim efforts to foster uncontaminated religious identities 

through the marginalization of others, living together made significant differences in defining 

their religious identities. Even sacred places were not exempt. On the one hand, Christian  

churches built on the ruins of mosques suppress Islam. They reveal the triumph of Christianity 

and imply a sanctification of forsaken spaces. However, simultaneously, these acts hold a 

ñsecretò of sorts, for they elicit dependency on ñfalse religionò for making a place for the 

sacred.
31

 This can also be said to occur with the appropriation of Muslim ivories for reliquaries 

and of Muslim textiles for altar fronts and reliquary lining. In a sense, Islam has helped to define 

what was sacred for medieval Christians. 

 

Of course, this dynamic is not unique to medieval Spain. Sicily and Crete also were under 

Muslim rule at various times in the Middle Ages. In addition, this dynamic is not unique to the 

relationship between Christianity and Islam. Many of the cathedrals in Europe are built on the 

ruins of earlier temples dedicated to pagan gods. Prior to the Muslim entry into Iberia, the 

Visigoths built a church dedicated to St. John the Baptist, San Juan de Baños, on the site of 

magical waters traditionally thought to provide healing and protection. Sacred places are not 

typically isolated properties, untainted by other religions. In fact, the presence of ñfalse 

religionsò can be an important feature of sacred places, for it suggests the perpetual need to 

cleanse, to protect the pure from the dangers of contamination. And yet, it often seems 

impossible to notice the sacred without the profane. All of this raises four issues. 

 

First, can the other ever be avoided? In other words, can religious identity be defined without the 

intrusion of the other? Judging from the study of medieval Spain, it appears that it is inescapable. 

Even though Christians and Muslims self-consciously tried to remain secluded from one another, 

there was, nonetheless, cross-fertilization. Perhaps one of the greatest lessons we can learn from 

studying the relationship between Christians and Muslims in medieval Spain is that typically 

sacred places and things are not simply our own; they also belong to others.  

 

Second, can the unavoidable other be domesticated? Or to put it back into the context of 

medieval Spain, can Islamic visual culture be imported into Christian art and architecture in a 

manner that renders it passive or docile? On the surface, it appears that this is possible; 

otherwise, medieval Christians would not have decided to make use of Islamic places and things 

in designing their sacred art and architecture. And yet, the other is not entirely passive, for it 

actively helps to define the sacred long after its apparent ñdesacralization.ò  

 



Third, can there ever be a return of the same? The Reconquista aimed to revitalize pre-Islamic 

Christianity in Spain, but failed to do so. The presence of Islam historically altered the way in 

which Christians practiced their religion. As we have seen, it played a significant part in shaping 

Christian identity. But there is another reason that makes such a return seem impossible. 

Christianity is itself historical; consequently, its meaning alters over time. In other words, 

Christians, like people of all faiths, worship in a manner that suits their historical context, and 

historical contexts change. Consequently, it is difficult to find an a-historical essence that could 

define Christian practice. Within the context of medieval Spain, for instance, the Reconquista 

tried to recover such an essence by negating the presence of Islam. To accomplish this mission, 

these medieval Christians ignored their differences with the Visigoths, forgetting the heresy of 

Arianism. 

 

Finally, is tolerance enough? In medieval Spain, the dhimma system guaranteed religious 

freedom. Islam, the religion in political power, provided liberty to the other peoples of the Book. 

Muslims in Andalusia tolerated Christians and Jews. However, this freedom implies a certain 

hegemony and degree of indifference. Tolerance, it can be said, reinforced Muslim authority, for 

it affirmed Islamôs position of privilege. It evoked indifference not only by diminishing the 

differences between others, but also by enabling others to do as they pleased so long as it did not 

interrupt or challenge the power of the status quo. When Christians gained power, they did not 

return the favor. Muslims and Jews were expelled from early modern Spain. Christian leaders 

were no longer willing to tolerate other peoples of the Book. To their understanding, tolerance 

only fostered corruption.  

 

Today, it is quite tempting to look for a time when toleration, rather than violence, characterized 

the relationship between Muslims, Christians, and Jews. Islamic Spainôs dhimma policy may 

have provided tolerance, but that did not eliminate all forms of violence. To a certain extent, like 

the later Spanish policy of expulsion, it remained indifferent to the suffering of others. 

Tolerance, it seems, remains part of an economy of exchange, offering others the gift of freedom, 

while ensuring their indebtedness. Medieval Christians in Córdoba may have been free to be 

Christians, but under Muslim rule, they could not practice their Christianity freely. Christians, 

for instance, were required to conceal their devotion in public. Tolerance, as this case study 

demonstrates, frequently, if not always, comes with rules, ones that preserve the subjugation of 

others. If such practice does not seem sufficiently responsible, perhaps we should be searching 

elsewhere, beyond tolerance and the economy of exchange, towards the non-indifference of 

charity, in hopes of discovering how we can give to others without expecting anything in 

return.
32

 Whether such acts of hospitality are possible, however, remains to be seen. 
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3. Pamplona Casket ς Museo de Navarra 

4. San Miguel de Escalada (Leon) ς c.913 ς Exterior 
5. The Reliquary of San Millan de la Cogolla (Logrono) ς wood and silk (ivory lost) ς 1060-

70 ς Monsterio de Yuso, San Millan de la Cogolla 
6.  Detail of silk lining from Figure 5. Winged Lions.  
7. Giralda minaret ς Seville Cathedral ς 1172-76, with later additions 
8. The Banner of Las Navas de Tolosa ς 1212-1250  
9. Batllo Crucifix ς Silk and gilt parchment ς 1212-50 ς Santa Maria de la Real de las Hulgas 

Monastery (Burgos) ς Museo de Telas Medievales 
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