The Place of the Sacred: Islamic
and Christian Visual Cultures

in Medieval Spain
By Henry Luttikhuizen

In this essayiHenry Luttikhuizeranalyzes the interaction between Muslims and Christians
medieval Spain. Rather than address these two religionsrapeting theological systeros
worldviews, alternative expressions of private commitments, he approaches them of terms
social practices, as social rituals and public performances hoping to shape personal amntues
beliefs. Although medieval Europesastrove to reconquer Iberia in the name of tidristian

God by eliminating the presence of Islam, they also frequently appropriated Nusigary and
cultural practices into their places of worship. Henry Luttikhuizen is Profesfsart History at
Calvin College.

Mine, yours. AThis is my dog, o0 said those poor cl
That is
the origin and picture of universal usurpation. (Blaise PaReadges, 1V, 98)

Paradoxically, it is aslienusd as foreigner and oth&rthat hunanity is not alienated.
(Emmanuel Levina)therwise than Being or Beyond Essence, Il, 4, 59)

In the summer of 1889, the city of Paris hosted the Exposition Universelfgeamational
exhibition of mock villages acenter Astrecergedby, an al
Timothy Mitchell, visitors were able to walk through miseenscenes of various places around the
world rendered in meticulous naturalistietail. At each exhibition, visitors were able to sample

foods and purchase iterassociatedavith particular cultures. Although some of the venues,

especially thoseepresenting French colonies, included native peoples on display, in most cases,
French citizens played the roles of others, performing foreign dances and hawdiicggoods

in tradtional costumes. The entire exhibition was designed to reataeplaces as accurately

as possible, and it was quite successful, judging fteqmmopularity. Over thirtstwo million

visitors attended the show.

For example, the representation of a reedi street in Cairo was filled withtle kiosks,

chaotically arranged. Yet, it was designed with great care. Asanénoé v i si t or s put i
paint on the bui34inpbriedienkeysarsd Frerchdcitizeds] dressgd.intthe

guise ofEgyptians, provided ampBmmotion to suggest the hustle and bustle of a bazaar. The
masked Europears®ld donkey rides and items connected with the Near East, though admittedly,
these vendors expected francs from their customers. The whole expositivamed in terms

of authenticity of representation. Visitors marveled at its appaegahtm and touted its various

exhibits for their educational value.

Four Egyptian scholars en route to an academic congress in Stockholm $topped to see

the slow. They were fascinated by the exposition, especially its painstaktergion to
naturalistic detail. However, they were also troubled by it.rfEpeesentation of a Cairo mosque
was especially problematic. The vendors expefrtatts from their custonng. Although the



front of the building resembled an Islanplace of prayer, it was really no more than a fagade for
a coffee shop housedlside, where visitors could watch dance performances and whirling
dervishes.

The exhibit claimed to be a realistiorfrait of Egypt, but it looked like a place thhe

Egyptians had never quite seen before, paradoxically familiar but foreign. \tfithumcanny
scenario, the Egyptians likely found themselves as objects of di3jplay.were also offended to
discoverthat the mosque in the exposition functiomsda coffee house. The architectural display
not only puzzled them, it violated tkanctity of a sacred place.

Upon leaving Paris, their experience of Western Europe did not improthe $treets of
Stockhoim, members of the delegation were treated as curiositiebjexgs of spectacle. The
Egyptians were in Sweden to participate in an acadeamgress as Orientalists devoted to the
study of the Near East, but they were treaed they were simply sontehg unusual to see.
AScandinavi an p epoaprltei,coi paasnta iEnu rtohpee acnongr ess noc
[the delegationjvas a collection orientals, not ofOrientalists. *dHowever, it was not just the
Acommom ko who o b jtienswith thair gade. $Some of thegagaperaitsnding
the conference were also at fault. The Egyptians were invited to $peedyer, they were
criticized for speaking in Arabic, which, to the ears of at least Oxfordtrained scholar,
soundedofisby uafv a ’Gvdizeddisdnlrse, itseems, oduld only occur in the
languages of the West.

Even though these two events, an exposition and an academic congress, ojeittef]
authenticity, they did not, of course, provide objectivéntr@®n thecontrary, their features were
constructed and framed by imperialistic power prejudice® Ultimately, these two events may
teach us more about nineteextimtury European cultural expectations than they do about
medieval or nineteentbenturyEgypt. However, those events also provide us moments to pause
and reconsiderontemporary interpretations of the Near East and its relationship to the

West.

As the anthropologist Talad Asad has shown, Western civilization is mogcio a geographic
desiqation as it is an ideological identftyn the narrative oEuropean history, Islam is

typically treated either as an intrusive contaminant @r passive carrier of classical thought and
culture. Within this setting, Islam is deematier or alien, sosthing outside and different from
Europe, which is assumedhe sufficiently homogenous and pure, thanks to its Christian
inheritance. Even ifslam is viewed primarily as a neutral conduit of classical ideals, it is still
consideredo be something forgn. Although it is located on the continent, medi€vahin

under Muslim rule, until recently, was often overlooked, external to thefrésirope. Yet, it is
difficult to imagine what the West would be without it.

Soon after the suicide attacks of Sember 11, the conservative political columr@&torge Will
predicted that America wbuom hnidsoughedpoksiom f r om
Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism hdle®ded the market since that infamous day, most
Americans aretdl on vacation.The mass media and the Bush administration have offered

precious little to enhanaaur understanding of the Islamic world. To remedy this situation and to
foster greater solidarity between Christians, Muslims, and Jews, some authamstinanesl to



medieval Spain, to a time and place believed to provide relative tolexadqeeace between the
three peoples of the Book, for answers.

Il n the preface o fThe®aaméntoftie @aerld: HoM &uaslans, ewsoasd
Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain, the literarycritic Harold Bloom
invites readers to see the current relevance of the book. put$hé,there are no Muslim
Andalusians visible anywhere in the world today. The Iran of the ayatalfmhthe Aghanistan
of the Taliban may mark an extreme, but even Egypt is nownnoh of a culture of tolerance.
The Israelis and Palestinians, even if they could achievaleable peace, would still be
surrounded by a Muslim world very remote from the Andalakisbd atRahman and his
descendants. It is salutary to be reminded of what Cérdob@raméda once were, and yet it is
also disquieting.

Al t hough Bl oombs | ament may be weMusimf ounded,
Andalusia. Medieval Spain, umftunately, was never the site of such harmoniousxtstence.

Alt hough Apeopl e of t he Bboaeanotherintheincities,ahiser at e d
never led to cultural homogeneity or peacAndalusia. Their contacts were sufficiently

harmornous for economic gain arblitical stability, but the three religious groups also produced
numerous rules amégulations to ensure the purity of their respective faiths. In other words,
theircommunities may have been integrated, but this is not tthaayesidents lived ia

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

frequently conducted with caution and suspicion and were not typatehacterized by mutual

equality or respect. Admittedly, persecutiand prejudicedramatically increased as Christians

gained majority status.

This article will provide a brief historical overview of medieval Spain in hapeaising broader
issues about the relationship between Christianity and Islathbetween Wésrn and Near
Eastern culture$Rather than address these fwbgions as competing theological systems or
worldviews, alternative expressiookprivate commitments, this study will approach them in
terms of social practiceas social rituals and publperformances hoping to shape personal
virtues andeliefs’® As we shall see, Islam played an important role in the formation of
Europeandentity. Not only did Medieval Europeans strive to reconquer lIberia inghe of the
Christian God by eliminatinthe presence of Islam, they also, paradoxicaltyively
appropriated Muslim imagery and cultural practices into thksices of worship. In a sense,
Islam not only informed where Christians worshipgad, how they worshipped. Consequently,
studying te interaction of Christianitgnd Islam will not only teach us about religious
similarities and differences, it widllso teach us about the formation of identity, be it Western,
European, Christian, atherwise.

The Caliphate of Cérdoba

Muslims contrdied parts of the Iberian Peninsula for nearly eight hungeeads. In the year 711,

Berber armies from northwest Africa invaded Spain, landmthe rock, which they named

Jabal Tariq or Gibralter, after their Arabgenefah r i q 1 bn Zi ydefeatedthar i qds
Visigoths, Germanic peoples who migratedhe Iberian Peninsula in 414 and established a

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



and theVirgin Birth, believing Christ was only figurately the Son of God. Within a yedhe
Berbers conquered the Visigothic capital city of Toledo and most of the IB&@nsula.
Although many of them returned home to Africa with booty and slaikers stayed and settled
in the region they named-Ahdalus, that is to sayyndalusia, the land of the Vandals (or
Visigoths)™

Radical changes in the Middle East, however, would prove to make gveatar impact on
medieval Spain. Although the Umayyad dynasty ruled the Mustinid from the city of

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

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

royal family to dine with them anidrm a truce. At the banquet, howewire deceived

Umayyads were massacr&ftlith these assassinations, the Abbasids were able to seize control of
the Muslimworld in 750.

Only one member of the Umayyad dynasty, Ab®Ral h ma n | , gtarddson, ivas abdedor 6 s
escape. Aided by political & and maternal relatives (msther was a Berber),-Bahman

fled across northern Africa with the Abbasagse on hisheels. Rahmands j ourney e
al-Andalus, where he was ablefiod sanctuary from the Abbasids. Soon after his arrival, al

Rahman (r. 75638) consolidated the region and made Cérdoba the capital of his emirate.

In Cordoba Christians and Jews were able to continue their religious prassid@sg as they
paid their taxes to the MJUsItihrChisbanskandakewsi p. As
(dhimmis) were protected by law from persecutiarislamic Spain. Yet, the cost of religious
freedom for Christians was exclusisom political power. As the historian Thomas Glick has
noted, thedhimma ul e was ar r hahtheedigiofistg@upewere kepteseparate,
distinct,and apart from one another, lest the dominant religion suffer contaminatiothom
subor di n%ForexampreeChristtans were allowed to have ecclesiastcals, where
clerics settled inh@ance disputes, marital issues, as well as commeardlicts between
Christians. But Christian judges were not allowed to presige cases that involved Muslims.

In addition, according to Muslim law, Muslimen were permitted to marry Christian women
with the understanding thdteir offspring would be raised Muslim. Christian men, however,
were not allowedo marry Muslim women, for it was believed that this would place a Muslim in
asubordinate position relative to a Christian. In all cases, ttheidty of Islam hado be upheld.
Incidentally, in Christian courts, all marriages of mixed religion veergawed. Not surprisingly,
within this cultural climate, upward mobility typicaldemanded conversion to Islam, and this
was the choice that manyh@stiansin Andalusia took.

Between 7846, atRahman | built a mosque on the purchased site of a cHsachyicente.

This reappropriation or fic o congrucsonaf meGreatf a s ac
Mosque of Damascus, which was built druch propertypought from Christian$® Prior to

becoming the location of an Islamic houderayer, the Damascus site contained the Byzantine

church of St. John the Baptisthich is placed above the ancient Roman Temple of Jupiter
Damascenus, which tarn, was occupied previously by the Temple of Haddad, the ancient
Ammonitestorm god. In addition, the mosque in Cordoba, like the Great Mosque of Damascus,

was built in a hypostyle plan (a rectangular space filled with numeosssof columns) with

alternating dark red bricks and pale white stones invthessoirs of its horseshoe archEgjgre
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1). Finally, both mosques face south. Accordiogradii on, a mosquegibls prayer
should be directed towardiéecca. The city of Damascus is north of Mecca. Consequently, the
directionality ofits gibla follows conventional norms. Coérdoba, by contrast, is far to the west. Its

gibla should faceast, lit does not. The southern position of the gibla, howeftsctively

reinforces continuities betweenRla h man dés e mi r at eoftlretohayyadseYetc api t al
nostalgia for Syria does not in itself offer an adequate explafatom t he mbsqueds vi
appearance.

The prayer hall déds Corinthian coVisigotiics, app
buildings, were relatively short. To elevate the ceiling of the mosgqiepaah manés ar c
designed a twaiered arcade with Corinthian columns on bogtom. The idea for this may have
derived from studying a Roman aqueducatedrby Mérida. This ingenious solution not only
heightened the interior, it al$elped produce the illusion of greater spatial depth. Although the
Umayyads didhot introduce the drseshoe arch to Spain (there are Roman and Visigothic
precedents}hey definitely popularized its use, including hundreds of horseshoe amdhes

Great Mosque alone.

C-rdobads mosque would undergo fnowsqe renovatio
established by @Rahman | included a square hypostyle, likely divided eleven aisles, with
approximately one hundred and twenty columns. The cevdxed was slightly wider than the

other aisles, accentuating the axial symmefrhe plan leadingotthemihrab, the prayer niche

located on the gibla. The firshange occurred in the first half of the ninth century, when Abd al
Rahmanll (r82252) i ncreased the mosqueds width by tw
The additional columns in thiemodeling were not taken from other builditgg constructed

by masons to imitate the appearance of original ones.

The second alteration of the mosque highlights the transformation @htagyad emirate into a
caliphate. At Friday prayers on 16 Janu@29, Abd alRahman Il (r. 91261) declared himself
khalifa or caliph, successor to the Prophethammad, a lofty title implying that he was the sole
representative of Muhammaa earth. Claiming the status by hereditary righRahman 11l
formally repectedthe authority of the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. Although the newly self
appointedCaliph of Cérdoba aspired to be like his ancestral namesaRahahan 11l wadarely
Syrian. He was the son of a Muslim emir and a Christian concubifiRalinan Il kad light

skin, blue eyes, and red hair, which he is said to haveldgek to give himself a more Arabic
appearance. Most likely, Baghdad would have felt threatened by the words of a man
marginalized at the edge of the knowarld. However, aR a h msastatément counteracted the
Fati mids, atBht octai mgdasbyhave descended fro
andcurrently ruled northern Africa from Algeria to Egypt. The Fatimids had s#taipown
caliphate in 910, nearly twenty years earlin addition, aR a h m alece may have helped to
diminish the power of regional lords and hence centralized his authority witAimdalus.

When the cal i ph 6-8slakamnllqrc9186 emodeed thEreatMosqaelof

Cordoba, notonlgi d he extend t he hiutaHakem élse redesignedby t we
the mihrab and thmagsura, the area directly ifront of the prayer niche reserved for ttadiph

and his royal entouragérigure 29
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The magsura includes three domed bays, which are covered, like the dommnibir&ie with
precious mosaics of gold and lapis lazuli, and decorated with algpt@oietric patterns, vegetal
forms, and sacred inscription®fm t he Qur 6an.

The calligraphy is rendered in Kufic script, an angular writing style popular iMithdle East.
The artists who completed the work, however, likely came frorBylzantine Empire. Cordoba
and Constantinople shared diplomatic and tradgiogisas well as a mutual lack of admiration
for the Abbasids.

The columns separating the magsura from the rest of the prayer hall gsigpppotthave
horseshoe arches but elaborate polylobed arches intricately eathdbtbral patterns. The
interlacirg of these complex arches marks the hieraratibority of the caliph and increases the
sense of the sacred as the worshiggérapproaches the mihrab.

A-Hakamés architectur al changes mavighChrigtare al s o
places ofvorship. The mihrab at Cérdoba does not followrtile of thumb of Islamic sacred
architecture. It is more than simply a niche tie&edes into the thickness of a prayer wall. The
innovative mihrab is entered through archway and is designed as antamithl room, making

it a space analogous tiwe apse of a Christian church. However, this appropriation of a Christian
plancould not have been explicit. To articulate such a borrowing would have appepregls

and would have suggested dependency othaneeligion.Nonetheless, church architecture and
Christian rituals fascinated mediewduslims. Leaders frequently voiced their concerns,

suggesting that the sheer spectatI€hristianity could dupe the spiritually weak into accepting

false religion.

As part of the agreement granting religious freedom to the Christian mir@hnitgtians were
not allowed to build new churches or remodel existing ones. Wkes not allowed to wear
crosses or participate in public displays of worship. Christan&lnot pray aloud in public
places or ring church bells. Although Christianitgis tolerated, any kind of proselytizing was
forbidden. By law, Islam couldot be openly challenged. The punishment for violating this
policy was death.

Even t houghmihrdbés denarateg with thasaics that were likely prodiged
Byzantine Christians, it is covered with unusual inscriptions in tesbesseching Allah to
strengthen the faithful and to keep them from going astray.

Paradoxically, the Cérdoba mihrab,domparison to other mihrabs, looks quit€€« hr i st i anodo a
yet it also seems to speak out against Christianity in the loudiest

In the late tenth century, the Great Mosque was remodeled a third time b&8vesmd 990.
Under the supervision of-Manaur, who served as regenttbk caliphate while Hisham Il was
too young to reign, the mosque was significairtreased in scale. Widening the prayer hall by
eight aisles on the northeastie returned the mosque to its initial squared design, but it
dradically eschewedhe symmetry of the mosque, for the mihrab is no longer placed on the
central axis.



In 997, aiMansur donated church bells that he had plundered from Santigmnu®ostela after
defeating the city. His gifts were used as lamps in theqoes

The fourth renovation is of a different kind. After Cordoba fell into the hah@ristians from

the North in 1236, the Great Mosque was converted intothe y 6 s cat hedr al . Fer
returnedaMansur 6s f avor, bt Saniagodnithe gacksbf®uslme | | s b ac k
prisoners. During the early sixteenth centlogal leaders and clergy decided to construct a

walled church ocoro within themidst of the Islamic prayer hall, effectively disrupting the

extensive unity of thewo-tiered horsshoe arcades. Upon visiting Cordoba, the King of Spain
andtheHol vy Roman emperor Charles V critiwhatzed th
you, or anyone else, might build anywhere; to do so you have deswbgtdvas unique to the

wo r | d. aly, therSpamishdking built his own palacetlie midst of the greatest of Moorish

castles, the Alhambra, disrupting its establishethitectural harmony. Although part of
C-rdobads mos q uceacchnarodate a éhurch,ghe alteratidn contitmesmind

us of the ways imvhich Christianity and Islam have helped shape the history of Syadieval

Cordoba was a great center of learning. It was noteworthy fprdteotion of numerous fields

of study, including astronomy, physics, botany, megigdhilosophy, and navigation. In

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

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

Arabic numberingalgebra, andhe ideals of courtly love to the European continent.

Although figurative imagery is forbidden in sacred iconography, Muslims frequesgtyit in
courtly art. In 1004, the caliph Hisham Il gaveMah n s u r Absl atSlailg an ivory box
consisting of mieteen plaques and known today asithmplona CaskeEi{gure 3.'* This
precious container is covered with elabo@teament and includes twerntye courtly scenes in
octagonal lobed medaihs.

The enthroned caliph is pictured between attendants offering him perfumesisicel

entertainment. Feast celebrations, lion and elephant hunts are also represented. These scenes as
well as the profusion of vegetal and floral motifs reinfazoendations of a princely paradise. A

l ong Kufic inscriptdonifnambhe nhhmecabkAt bah.
goodwill, happiness, and attainmeftexpectations from pious works, and respite from the
appointed time ofleath to the hiajilsayfal-Dawla Abd alMalik, son of aiMansur, may Allah

granth i m s uAbd & Madik likely received this ivory in appreciation for his victories
againstChristians at Ledn. However, the casket, captured iRdbenquista (the Christian

reconquering ©bSpain), later served as a reliquary at a Christian monastery at Leyre.

Even though the container now housed sacred remains, its secular imagery rameched

Although it shows Islamic courtly life and has a prayerful inscrigtofllah, the objecof

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

ivory and appreciation of exquisite handiwdikely encouraged the monks to refashion the

casket 6s use. itnmap@aprhiion, the berved asra traphy hrevealing

Christian victory ovetslam. Despite its Islamic iconography, or perhaps because of it, the casket
wasisancti fiedo by its new placementhoasedd pur i fi
Within this setting, the Istaic iconography and inscription are deermpeaverless reminders of
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Christian triumph. The question remains, however, whéetheprecious casket can be reduced
in its entirety to being such as passive object.

Mozarabic Spain

The term Mozarabic deriveddim the Arabianustarib, me ani n g Initiglly, théowordle d . 0
was used by Christians to describe those who comprortiiegdChristian faith for worldly

gain’® In hisIndiculus Luminosus, Paul Albar, ainth-century Christian layman from Cérdoba,
lamens:

fiThe Christians love to read the poems and romances of the Arabs; they study the Arab
theologiansand 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 Scripturetio studies the

Gospels, prophets or apostles? Alas! All talented young Christians read and study with
enthusiasnthe Arab books; they gather immense libraries at great expense; they despise the
Christian literature as unworthy of attention. They havgotten their own language. Fevery

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

in Arabic with elegance, and write better poems in this language than thetdeatselves®

Although medieval Chstians in Andalusia increasingly assimilated to the Islamstoms that

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

Muslim culture. They began voicing their regaatt of the conditional tolerance affordecatih.

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

in public. AsPauAl bar puts it iwe [ChristianaikKhave b

Nonetheless, some Christians were beginning to spedk tige latter half of thainth century,

over fifty Christians from Cordoba were executed. They diedhecause they were Christians,

but because they openly called Muhammad afalseo p h e t . Most of C-rdobabd
condemned these acts of voluntary tyi@lom; however, some Christians treated these executed
witnesses as saints. Fromfasaway as France, travelers came to obtain their precious relics,

despite the lack ahiracles attributed to these bodily remains.

Ironically, in time, the pejorativedgective, Mozarabic, became associated withse who

resisted, rather than collaborated, with Moslems. While Christianstaterated under Islamic

rule, many monks migrated from Muslim territories northwarthe Asturian kingdom of

Alfonso 1l (866 911), where they establish@tonastic communities. For example, Benedictine

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

Escalada, onrecenttyec |l ai med | and. The Afrontier dmonast.
the triumphareturn of Christianity and encouraged Christians who were still livirgeas

under Muslim control to mov& The monks continued to refer to themselas$rothers from

Cdrdoba, an allusion to their refugee status and a call to comi@lReconquista.

The AMozarabico church of San Mi cgqiceih de Escal
elevation and in plarHgure 4. Although this architectural characterisgooften associated

with Islamic buildings, it is also a oamon feature ifvisigothic churches. The liturgy performed

in this monastic church forbids membefghe laity to enter the altar space or even see the
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sacred ritual that occurredere. A curtain was placed in front of the sanctuary, preserving the
mystey of thesacrament. During the Mass, clergy brought communion to the laity on the other
side of the choir. This liturgical practice imitated Visigothic ideals, implying continvitty

earlier Christians, while ignoring differences with their Arian apysta

Il n a monastic church that i ncl ude@reahMosqaee s ho e
medieval Christians acted as if Islam had never come to Spgsmmost famous examples of

Mozarabic art are the richly illuminated cop@<Beatus of Liecbam 6 s Comment ary of
Apocalypse’? Beatus of Liébana, agighth-century Spanish monk and mystic, wrote his

commentary primarily to combé#te heresy of Adoptionisénthe belief that Christ was born

human but onlyater gained his divinity through the adaptiof God the Father. Adoptionism

wasa popular conviction in Visigothic Spain. Bishop Elipandus of Toledo and his followers
continued to promote Adoptionicenmmemesyl | i nto th
encouraged readers to prepare for the eschidterend of the worldyhen Christ would return

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

prophets and advocated fidelity to theologimdhodoxy. Although his remarks were directed

against Adoptionisntheycould be readily interpreted as an attack against Islam. During the
ninthandtentlt ent ur i es, numerous il |l uminated manuscr
producedLavishly illustrated, these works vividly reminded viewers to prayCftrr i st 0 s
triumphant return.

Andalusia under the Taifa-Kings

After the collapse of the Caliphate of Cordoba in 1031, rival Muslim fackioawn as the taifa

kings (party rulers) competed for power-Ahdalus becam&agmented under these regional
leaders. It was #ided into seven major taifad several smaller ones. Takiags collected

luxurious items and exhibited thexmshow their power and courtly prestige. Silk weavings

imitating valuable Persiafiabrics were considered great treasures. The Witches Pafimumn

housed athe Museu Episcopal de Vic (Catalonia), provides a good case irfpBintthis

precious crimson textile, likely produced in Andalusia, fantastic creatures, rendered in dark green
and yellow thread, are arranged in horizontal rows andviadesigns popular in the Middle

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

its title, the imaginary beasts closegsemble griffins and do not make reference to witches. The
secular iconographef griffins, traditional symbols of courtly power, suggests that the silk was
oncelocated within a Muslim palace. When the silk weaving later fell into Chrikaauds, it

was donated to the monastery of San Juan de la Abadesas in Catétenésit served as an
antependium, a cloth covering the front of th

Sometime prior to 1067, the monastery of San Millan de la Cogolla acquieedckoth
decorated with rows of winged lions represented in green and yiitead?" It looks similar to
the Witches Pallium in style and iconograpdnyd was also probably made in Andalusia.
However, after its translatido the monastery, the crimson silk was used as the lining for a
reliquary dedicated to the sixtfentury local saint San Millan, otherwise knoasSaint
Aemilian.



The exterior of the reliquary was covered with precious gems and ivory plaguasng the
saintés miracul ous | i fe. Th ewitlswoskshepsio forrainb.e r el
Unfortunately, these ivory panels were remdbyNapol eonds troops in 180°¢
plundered the Benedictine monastery, aimde then, the plaques have been divided between

various museums. The extermnveys continuity with other Christian territories, but this cannot
explain the visuathaacteristics of the lining. Even though the reliquary would typically be

closed, concealing its interiority, this does not explain why an Islamic textileseaisto cloak

San Mill 8nds relics. Addi ng MilléandelaCgolao mpl exi ty
reliquary is not an isolated phenomenon. There are numexangples of silk textiles found in

reliquaries. Removed from their initial sitespafwer, these crimson cloths nonetheless

continued to be precious items, ones Miatistian believed werappropriate to clothe their

patron saints.

The Empires of the Almoravids and the Almohads

The decentering of authority and the lavish lifestyles of the-katifgs putMuslim territories at

risk. To foster political stability against rivals, takangs frequentlyoffered bribes to their
neighbors and regularly paid tribute to Christkémgs. 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 taifangs called upon the Almoravids, Muslifitem northern Africa,
for help? The Almoravids or Veiled Ones, named afterliead garments they wore to protect
themselves from desert winds, were quite stnicdbserving humilig. Upon entering Iberia,
however, the Almoravids openly criticizélae taifakings for their lack of virtue and discipline
and turned on the taifakingsking control of AlAndalus for themselves. The Almoravids
preferredmodesty over ostentatious dispdayf wealth. Although the Almoravids initially
condemned the opulence associated with the-kaifgs, advocating a more austenanner of
courtly life, in time, they began to imitate their predecessors, prodlwinogous art and
architecture of their om

In 1174, the Almoravids were overthrown by their Moroccan rivalsAthmhads, otherwise
known as Unitarians, for their fundamental desire to uaifynder the absolute sovereignty of
Allah. Although the Moroccan city of Rabsg¢rved as the AlImohadhpital, Seville became its
seat of power in Andalusia. Oonéthe early Iberian supporters of the Almohads was Ibn Rushd
(also known agwerroés). Noteworthy for his translations of Aristotle and Galen, Averroés
helpedreintroduce Classical thought intoéatern Europe. Christian scholastic philosophers
theologians, such as St. Thomas Aquinas, would later revere Averrbésgreatest
commentator on Aristotle.

The Almohads also renewed the promotion of artistic restraint. For instaadgiralda, ie

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

geometry of its brickworkKigure 7. Based ominaretsfrom Morocco, the tower appears

austere, but highly refined. Subtle variatiomslesign keep the decoration from becoming

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

Seville, simultaneouslgnarkingt he def eat and past glory of the
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Spanish Muslims produced exquisite illuminated manuscripts and extraor@ipasyries, in

addition to architecture and ivory caskets. The calligraphy somQur 6 an r ei nf or ces
of the holy writings as it conveys the rhythm of #poken word. Diacritical marks rendered in

different color facilitate pronunciaticend recitation. Each sura, or chapter heading, is typically
marked in reverse, iblack with gold outlines, to separateridbin the rest of the text. Small

roundels areised to distinguish verses from one another. The style of the script, however, differs
from traditional Kufic calligraphy. Angularity is replaced by a more curvilireahnnique.

Graceful swinging curves joietters and words together in harmoniomsty.** The fourteenth
century chronicler Ibn Khaldun claimed that Westduslims, unlike their counterparts in the
Middle East, were trained to wriatire words rather than separate letters. Whether trud,or no
his remarks revedhe power of cursive writing in Islamic Spéth.

The Almohads also prized silk weavings, for their beauty and for the amilabr it took to

produce them. The Banner of Las Navas de Tqlesare § contains nearly sixty threads per

inch?® Although decorated with numerous intricateerlocking geometric and organic motifs,

an eightpointed star in the centd o mi n at e s s dediga. Ob favendisénct bands,

calligraphy basedontf@ur 6 an directs readers to All ah as
merciful provideo f par adi se. Sacred inscriptions in th
refuge from Satan, punished kping. In the name of the compassionate medciful God.

The blessing of God be upon our Lord and Master Muhammadpti@ed prophet, and upon

his family and fr i endmscriptibesurdotundingdhe denti@leesigneof 6 T h
the eightpointed star in four bandss f r om t h el2)Quomi8irgrorgivehdss of gins

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

fromt he banner ds bottom, accent uaesofthagveavinge | uxur
Nonetheless, the silk weaving was taken from vanquished Muslims as booty.

The title of the banner i s a mi strophmeomthe The t a
Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa, where the Christian king AlfdfiBf Castile and his allies
defeated Almohad armies in 1212. However, resehblarship suggests that the banner was
acquired later, during the military campaigris-ernando Il (123€!8). The king donated the
textile to the Cisterciamonastery of Sata Maria la Real de las Huegas in Burgos as a sign of
divine favorin the Christian crusade against Islam. Throughout the thirteenth century, the
Almohads continued to suffer major defeats and gradually lost power to the ChiisgjisuThe
Reconquista as not simply a Spanish affair. Crusading knights from bejlom@yrenees, like
Roland, the hero of the famous Carolingian epic, cangp#in in the name of Christ to fight
Muslims in Spairf® They saw their mission ame of purification, of cleansingé Iberian
Peninsula of infidelity, which of course/as tied to a greater project, the recapturing of the Holy
Lands. The Christiaknights not only kept the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostela
(which housed the relics of St. James) open for @hndravelers, they also pushed south,
hoping to keep Christendom safe from the threat of future attagksording tolegend, even
Saint James patrticipated in the Reconquista. He is said to havedasending on a white horse
killing Muslims with his sword. From this visiorgaint James received his famous nickname,
Matamoros, the Slayer of Moors. Storied saintly apparitions encouraged Christians to join the
Reconquista.
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The increased travel on the pilgrimage routes across northern Spainitg&aatCompostela
and the intensification of the Reconquista fostered changes in landyyisual culture.
Romanesque churches and monasteries began to app@afrequently along the Road to
Santiago. The use of the Mozarabic liturgy waasdhristias in Spain started following the
Roman rite. However, Islam continuedaffect Christian devotional imagery. Consider the
Batll6 Crucifix (Figure 9.2

Although tte initial location of this thre#oot high wooden cross remains a mystérwas likely
located in the altar space of a Catalonian church. The Batll6 Crischixssed on tholto Santo
(Holy Face), a now lost sculpture brought to Lu@taly) in the eghth century. According to
legend, Nicodemus, who witnessed @reicifixion and helped to remove Christ in the
Deposition, produced the sculpture.

In the Battlé Crucifix, Christ is alive, with open eyes. He does not appeampto/breally

suffering. Hisbowed head and downcast eyes, however, eaockeowledgement of his fate and
encourages pious beholders to meditate omigs@ning of his sacrifice. The Latin inscription

above his headKiregdsef fiBehdéwstbheSesenedinadi ngl vy,
loincloth, but in arelaborate robe. The lorgleeved belted tunic, calleccalobium, is decorated

with Islamic motifs and appears to have been made of silk. The hem of the garnfefgehas

Arabic writing. As mentioned earlier, Iberian Chiasis occasionally appropriatétlslim

textiles to cover the fronts of their altars and to line precious religu@&iesa s equent |l y, Ch
ornate attire, although Islamic in appearance, e#adly associated with the sacred.

The Emirate of Granada

By the middle of the thirteenth century, nearly all of the Iberian Peninsuleeslasmed. As
Christians secured cultural dominance, Jews and Mudejars (Mwshimshose to live under
Christian rule) increasingly became subject to discriminatiwhviolence? In the aftermath of
Almohad control, Muhammad ibviusuf ibn Nasr established a small emirate in Granada. To
guarantee the survilvaf his emirate, Muhammad and his descendents regularly paid large
tributes to Spainés Christian kings.

On top of a largdill, overlooking the city of Granada, the Nasrid rulers bauilbrtified series of
palaces known as the Alhambra, in a magnificent displ@plitical authority®® Although the
Alhambra was a stronghold, it was also a glorimigeat, one designed tateipate paradise on
earth. The Alhambra containetany gardens pleasurable to the senses and the presence of water
in numerougpools and fountains reinforced its quality as an oasis. The walls of its castles are
covered with delicate relief panels in&to, enhancing the refined character ofdbertly

setting.

In 1492, the year that Christopher Columbus sailed across the Atlantic Gcaaagla was
defeated by the Catholic kings, Fernando Il of Aragon and Isab&agifle. This effectively
brought he Reconquista to an end. Only weeks after tagamgrol of the emirate, Isabel signed
a decree expelling all Muslims and Jemiso refused to accept Christianity from her kingdom.
Fernando refused to endomssimilar policy in Aragon. In 1525, howevers Isuccessor and
grandsorCharles 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 destraaidally
remodeled for Christian worship.

A Question of Tolerance

The Reconquista claimed to be not only a retaking of the peninsula, butratse\al to the
way things once were. However, it could not bring about that rdturthe success of such a
return relied on forgetting the cultural and religiaifferences between Latin Christendom,
including the northern kingdoms of Spaamd the earlier Visigoths, who by contemporary
standards should have been perceagtlarbarian heretics.

Nonetheless, despite Christian and Muslim efforts to foster uncontamieéitgolus identities
through the marginalization of others, living together m&gdeificant differences in defining
their religious identities. Even sacred places wateexempt. On the one hand, Christian
churches built on the ruins of mosqueeppresssiam. They reveal the triumph of Christianity
and imply a sanctificatioof forsaken spaces. However, simultaneously, these acts hold a

icecret o bhegoeltsci fodependency on Afalse rel

sacred®* This can also b said to occur with the appropriation of Muslim ivories for reliquaries
and of Muslim textiles for altar fronts and reliquary lining. In a sense, Islarédiaad to define
what was sacred for medieval Christians.

Of course, this dynamic is not uniquemt@dieval Spain. Sicily and Crete alsere under

Muslim rule at various times in the Middle Ages. In addition, ¢lyisamic is not unique to the
relationship between Christianity and Islam. Manyhef cathedrals in Europe are built on the

ruins of earlie temples dedicated to paggods. Prior to the Muslim entry into Iberia, the

Visigoths built a church dedicatéal St. John the Baptist, San Juan de Bafios, on the site of
magical waters traditionallhought to provide healing and protection. Sacred place not

typicallyi sol at ed properties, untainted by other
r el i ganbenas important feature of sacred places, for it suggests the perpetlitd

cleanse, to protect the pure from the dangers of contéioninAnd yet, itoften seems

impossible to notice the sacred without the profane. All of this réosesssues.

First, can the other ever be avoided? In other words, can religious iderdiifed without the
intrusion of the other? Judging from tsieidy of medievaBpain, it appears that it is inescapable.
Even though Christians and Muslims sadinsciouslytried to remain secluded from one another,
there was, nonethelesspssfertilization. Perhaps one of the greatest lessons we can learn from
studyingthe 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 cdottheof

medieval Spain, can Islamic visual culture be imported into Christiamdrarchitecture in a
manner that renders it passive or docile? On the surfagepetars that this is possible;
otherwise, medieval Christians would not have decidedake us of Islamic places and things
in designing their sacred art aacthitecture. And yet, the other is not entirely passive, for it

actively helpstodefine he sacred | ong after its apparent

r

€



Third, can there ever be a return of the safiee Reconquista aimed to revitalpe-Islamic
Christianity in Spain, but failed to do so. The presence of Ikiatarically altered the way in
which Christians practiced their religion. As Wave seen, it played a significant part in shaping
Christian identity. But there ianother reason that makes such a return seem impossible.
Christianity is itself historicalgconsequently, its meaning alters over time. In other words,
Christians, likepeople of all faiths, worship in a manner that suits theiohical context, and
historical contexts change. Consequently, it is difficult to find-arstorical essencat could
define Christian practice. Within the context of medieval Sgamnstance, the Reconquista
tried to recover such an essence byatieg the presenas Islam. To accomplish this mission,
these medieval Christians ignored thadifferences with the Visigoths, forgetting the heresy of
Arianism.

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

freedom. Islam, the religion in political power, provided libertytte other peoples of the Book.
Muslims in Andalusia tolerated Christians and Jédewvever, this freedom implies a certain
hegemony and degree of indifference. Tolerance, it can be saidyced Muslim authority, for
it affir med oflpsviegenttegoked imdsfferéencemot only by diminishing the
differencesdhetween others, but also by enabling others to do as they pleased so long @astit did
interrupt or challenge the powef the status quo. When Christians gaipeder, they did not
return the favor. Muslims and Jews were expelled from @aolyern Spain. Christian leaders
were no longer willing to tolerate other peoptéthe Book. To their understanding, tolerance
only fostered corruption.

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

the relationship between Muslims, Christians, and Jews. Isampi@i n6s dhi mma pol i
have provided tolerance, but that did niohaateall forms of violence. To a certain extent, like
the later Spanish policy of expulsianremained indifferent to the suffering of others.

Tolerance, it seems, remaipart of an economy of exchange, offering others the gift of freedom,
while ensiring their indebtedness. Medieval Christians in Cérdoba may have been free to be
Christians, but under Muslim rule, they could not practice their Christianity fiekhstians,

for instance, were required to conceal their devotion in public. Tolerasitbkis case study
demonstrates, frequently, if not always, comes with roless that preserve the subjugation of
others. If such practice does not seem sufficiemponsible, perhaps we should be searching
elsewhere, beyond toleranaed the economgf exchange, towards the nardifference of

charity, in hopes afliscovering how we can give to others without expecting anything in
return3? Whether such acts of hospitality are possible, however, remains to be seen.
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Mosque at Cordoba ¢ view of double tiered arches, 785-86,

Mosque at Cordoba ¢ Mihrab Entrance ¢ ¢.965 ¢

Pamplona Casket ¢ Museo de Navarra

San Miguel de Escalada (Leon) ¢ ¢.913 ¢ Exterior

The Reliquary of San Millan de la Cogolla (Logrono) ¢ wood and silk (ivory lost) ¢ 1060-
70 ¢ Monsterio de Yuso, San Millan de la Cogolla

Detail of silk lining from Figure 5. Winged Lions.

Giralda minaret ¢ Seville Cathedral ¢ 1172-76, with later additions

The Banner of Las Navas de Tolosa ¢ 1212-1250

Batllo Crucifix ¢ Silk and gilt parchment ¢ 1212-50 ¢ Santa Maria de la Real de las Hulgas
Monastery (Burgos) ¢ Museo de Telas Medievales
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