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Annomauyusn. CraThsa IOCBsIIEeHa 00pa3y PUMCKOrO IIPOIILIOTO TO-
ponoB Hcmauwuwm, orpasueInerocss B apabCKUX COYMHEHUSX, CO3IAH-
HBIX II0CJIe MycyJsibMaHckoro 3aBoeBamusi B VIII B. Ilosmakomus-
IIACh C PHUMCKHUM HCTOPUKO-aPXUTEKTYPHBIM HACIEOUeM, OTH IIh-
carejii B OTCYTCTBHE JOCTOBEPHBIX CBENEHUN CTPEMUJIMCH KOMIIEH-
CHUpOBATh HEIOCTATOK WHQOPMAIIMH JIETeHZAMH ¥ (PAHTA3HUSIMMU.
B mawmnom ciryuae HamboJsiee moKas3aTe IbHBI COUMHEHU 00bICHUTEIh-
Horo xapakrepa (al-masdlik wa-I-mamalik). K HuM oTHOCSATCS counHe-
HUSA ucIIaHo-apabckoro mrcaTtess anb-Uapuen (XII B.) u mepeuackoro
yaeroro ajab-XuMbsapu (XV B.). [locnemgumii, Hukorma He OLIBABINMI B
Ucnanuu (anp-AHmamnyce), sKMBO MHTEPECOBAJICS ITOM 3eMJIEH U 0CTa-
BIJI BechbMAa TIATEJIbHOE oImmcaHue ee ropomos. Oba mmcaress oTpa-
3mm 00pa3 Mepubl, KoTopast SBJISLIACH BAKHBIM F'OPOIOM KaK B PUM-
CKOe, TaK U B BeCTroTckoe Bpems. CTpaHHble MHTEPIIpeTAIy Ha3HAa-
YeHUs OTIEJIbHBIX 3TaHuii Mepuubl, YHACIEIOBAHHBIX OT PHUMCKOIO
BpeMeHH (TeaTp, amdurearp, akBeaykK, QopyM, TpruyM@paIbHbIe apKH
¥ JIp.), BCTPEYAIIITNECS] B COYMHEHHUHN AJIb-XUMbAPH, HEPEIKO 3auM-
CTBOBaHBI U3 KUY ajb-Unpucu. Ilpegmaraemas ab-Xumbsapu Bep-
CHsS IIPOMCXOMKICHNUSA HA3BAHUS ropo/ia («pe3uaeHIINs [I0YTEHHOIO MIIA
6aropommoro uesoBexa»: mashkin ash-sharif) mMeer TOT e HCTOY-
Huk. [Ipu aToM urHOpHpYIOTCS ropasno 6osee 00OCHOBAHHEIE CBEJIe-
HUSI, CoAepsKkalmecs B cournennn anb-Pasu (X B.). [UtaBHas npudraa
HEKOPPEKTHBIX MHTEPIIPETALINI — OTCYTCTBHE Y apab0s3bIUYHbIX aBTO-
POB IIPECTABIEHUHA 0 MYHUITUAIIAILHOM KIU3HU PUMCKOTO BPEeMEHM.

Knwouesvie cs106a: pPUMCKUIA TOPOJ, MYHHUIUNHNN, apabckas
reorpaduyeckas sureparypa, Mepuna, ans-Unpucwu, anb-Xumbsipw,
anb-Pasu, puMcKoe apXuTeKTypHOe Hacjieane, aab-AHgalryc
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Abstract. The article analyzes the image of the Roman past of His-
panic cities, as reflected in works created after the Moslem con-
quest of the 8" century. Writers who wrote in Arabic had no reli-
able information about Roman architectural inheritance and tried
to compensate for this fact by using other sources, such as preju-
dices, myths, legends and fantasies. Works of the descriptive genre
(al-masdlik wa-I-mamdlik) demonstrate this tendency most clear-
ly. The books written by the Arab Hispanic author al-Idrisi (12%
century) and the Persian writer al-Himyari (15% century) belong
to this genre. Al-Himyarl had never been to Spain (al-Andalus) but
was very interested in this country and left a very detailed descrip-
tion of it. Both writers reflected the image of Merida in their works.
This city had great importance in Roman and Visigothic times.
Strange interpretations of the functions of some Roman buildings in
Merida (theater, amphitheater, aqueduct, forum, triumphal arches
and others) found in the work of al-Himyari were frequently taken
from al-Idrisi. The fantastic interpretation of the origin of the name
of Merida (“residence of an honorable or noble man”: mashkin ash-
sharif) suggested by al-Himyar1 had the same source. At the same
time, much better grounded information included in the work of al-
Razi (written in the 10% century) was disregarded. The main cause
of these incorrect interpretations was a lack of knowledge of Roman
municipal life in the case of Arabic writers.
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remains of ancient cities, most of them with a Roman past. We see in their

texts, that a large part of these remains had already been lost two or three
centuries after their arrival in the former Hispania. They had been destroyed, reused
or simply abandoned. Nevertheless, those remains attracted the attention of the
newly arrived Muslims and aroused two types of literary genres — a descriptive and
an explicative one, which had clear similitudes to the periegetic in Classical times.
In that genre, geographers and intellectuals used to depict places based on local his-
tory. But frequently, the memory of the character and significance of these towns
and places had been lost, so that those monuments were frequently interpreted, ei-
ther from moral or scientific prejudices, or also from myth, legend, and fantasy'.
This new descriptive literary genre is known under the generic name of al-masalik
wa-I-mamdalik. The name of the genre comes from the title of the book of its first
author, ‘Abl ‘Ubayd al Bakr1 (11" century), who named his work Kitab al-masalik
wa-l-mamalik (The Book of Roads and Kingdoms) [Al-Baki1 1968]. Al-Bakr1 was a
man of culture and was curious about many things, but he did not pretend to com-
pete with the great scientists and intellectuals of his time, nor with those of antig-
uity. He was some kind of Pausanias Periegeta. But there is a big difference be-
tween both authors. Pausanias mostly wrote about places he visited himself and
from direct testimonies, whilst al-BakrT and other authors of this new genre in the
Arabic world described many things based on word of mouth and far references.

However, the genre was so successful that even curious intellectuals practiced
it. Moreover, it was not only intellectuals and cultivated people who used it, but
also men with scientific training and those who tried to be accurate, such as al-Idrist
writing about Palermo in his famous and transcendental Kitab nuzhat al-mushtaq
fi-khatiraq al-’afaq (The Excursion of the One Who Yearns to Penetrate the Hori-
zons) [Al-1dris1 1968], in which he includes passages of a fantastic, legendary and
unscientific character. There are many authors who wrote in this genre, making their
own interpretation of the Classical town and the world of Hispania. We already
mentioned al-BakrT (11" century) and al-IdrTsT (12" century), but we should also cite
al-Rushati, al-Qalgashandi, al-Zuhri, and the very important, but anonymous, work
known as Dhikr bilad al-Andalus [ Anonymous 1983].

Probably the most complete and systematic of all of all these works would be
that of the Persian author al-Himyari (15% century), who never went to the Iberian
Peninsula, but who was very interested in it and compiled notes about the ancient
cities of Hispania-al-Andalus in his book Kitab al-rawd-al-mi ‘tar fi khabar al-aqtar
(The Book of the Fragrant Garden) [ Al-HimyarT 1938]. His interpretation of Roman
and ancient cities in Spain, as well as their municipal buildings, is particularly curi-
ous. In his work it becomes clear that he s was totally ignorant about the ancient
Roman cities, about their administration and the function of the buildings in their
social life were like: instead, he adapts to the common uses and functions of the
medieval Muslim world in which he lives, and because of that offers very surpris-
ing explanations, some of them full of a fantasy from A Thousand and one Nights.

We have several descriptions and interpretations of Spanish cities and places in
his work, all of them to the south of an imaginary line, which would unify Cadiz-Me-

When the Muslims arrived in the Iberian Peninsula, they found numerous

! On this genre, brevely [Roldan Castro 1990: 25-32; Gomez de Caso Zuriaga 2017: 768-769].

27



Ularn /Steps. T. 9. N 2. 2023

28

rida with Saragossa-Tarragona, passing through Toledo. Over this imaginary line, the
Muslim power in the previous Hispania was never effective, and the Muslim claim of
total control of the Iberian Peninsula an exaggeration and clear propaganda.

Al-HimyarT approaches his work on ancient cities up to and south of that line.
Places as important as Leon or Burgos, that had great courts in medieval Spain, were
dealt with in a couple of lines because they lay above that line (for example: Pam-
plona, the capital of an important Spanish kingdom in medieval times, is dispatched in
80 words)*. He does pay special attention to Toledo®, for various reasons. Toledo was
the last capital of the previous Gothic kingdom in Spain. Sacred relics from Jerusalem
were assembled there, such as the Table of Solomon. And also because the Muslims,
and among them al-1drist and al-Himyari, following Orosius, translated into Arabic in
the 10% century, thought that al-Andalus-Spain (the Iberian Peninsula) had a triangular
form: that fact gave Toledo a symbolic value, for it was the point in which the bisectrix
of the triangle came together, signalling the center and heart of the Iberian Peninsula
[Molina 1984: 63-92; Garcia Moreno 2013: 240-252].

But al-HimyarT pays systematic attention to other ancient cities of Hispania,
such as Cadiz (Qadis), Sevilla (Ishbiliya-Taliga), Valencia (Balansiya), Algeci-
ras (al-Hadra), Cérdoba (Qirtuba), Mérida (Marida), Malaga (Malaka), Murcia
(Mursiya) and Zaragoza (Dar al-Baida)*.

Among those cities we will choose Mérida, as described in al-Himyari’s’ work,
in order to study the Muslim vision, interpretation and understanding of a Roman
colony or municipium, as well as its public buildings and structures. Mérida was a
Roman colony founded in year 25 B. C. by M. Vipsanius Agrippa, in the name of
Augustus. It was to serve as a place to retire the veterans of the campaign against
the Cantabri and the Asturices in the North of Spain. The colony was enriched by
the Flavians and Ulpians, and it finally became the capital of the whole Dioecesis
Hispaniarum in the 4™ century, after Diocletian’s reform of the administration in the
provinces. Its development as a municipium was significant, and it was filled with
important public buildings and monuments as well as a double forum, a rich theatre,
and amphitheatrum.

Merida was also important under the Gothic Kingdom of Toledo up to the 7™
century, but with the Muslim invasion in the 8" century, slowly but surely, it lost its
previous relevance, due especially to its prolonged resistance to the Muslim dom-
ination [Nogales Basarrate, Alvarez Martinez 2014; Cordero Ruiz 2013]. At the
time of the arrival of the Muslims, Merida had conserved the constructions left by
the Roman administration, its walls, public buildings, monuments, and aqueducts,
although many of them had lost their previous function. We know this because ar-
chaeologists have found spaces of the city already used for other functions in Late
Antiquity. The city was also enriched by the Goths. Al-Idrisi, in the 12% century,
wrote about this Roman city, but ignored the function and meaning of its buildings
and monuments, as did also al-HimyarT in the 15" century, who synthesized the
information about the Roman city®. Some of his information is taken from al-Idrisi

2[Al-HimyarT 1938: four lines in Arabic, 54: “Banbaltina”, 55-56].
3[Al-Himyari 1938: 122: “Tulaitula”, 130-135].

4[Al-HimyarT 1938: Toponymes, 301].

S[Al-HimyarT 1938: 166: “Marida”, 175-177 (210-213)].
¢[Al-Himyari 1938, 175-177 (210-213)].
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himself, but also from al-Bakri’ and other descriptions of Spain-al-Andalus, but not
from the Dhikr bilad al-Andalus®.

For al-HimyarT the etymology of the name “Marida” came from the Latin and
means “residence of an honorable or noble man”: mashkin ash-sharif®. Al-Himyari
also takes into consideration a legend!®. According to it, Merida was the capital of
a queen called Marida, daughter of king Harsiis (E. Lévi-Provencal suggests iden-
tifying him with Horus'"). The mention of Horus, following Lévi-Provencal, might
be a survival of the importance of the city in the late-Roman world in relationship
to mystery cults [Alvar 1981: 309-320]. The relationship of Merida to the mythical
queen in al-Himyarf is interesting, since it enables him to explain the most relevant
constructions and monuments of the colony: theatre, amphitheatrum, forum, trium-
phal arches, etc. as parts of a medieval court, which reveals to us that the general
sense and functions of the Roman municipality had been completely lost in Muslim
and Arabic culture, even among cultivated people.

The notion of Merida as the capital of a fabulous kingdom might come from
the notes on the city given by al-Razi. His original work is lost, but we know about
it thanks to the anonymous Dhikr bilad al-Andalus, where we read that the city
was founded by Octavian and progressed to becoming the capital of the whole of
Spain'?. An idea without doubt that shows the importance of Merida in the provin-
cial system of Diocletian-Constantine in the 4" century as the capital of the Dioece-
sis Hispaniarum.

In line with the medieval Muslim idea that the capital of a kingdom needs a
palace of residence for the kings (gsar), Al-HimyarT interprets the remains of the
theatre and the rich and wide peristilum behind it as a palace. The complex channels
of the peristilum, originally made to serve a garden, were not easy to understand
if you did not know what you are dealing with. Al-HimyarT interprets them as the
remains of a huge kitchen (Dar at-tabikhi)'*. He thought that those channels served
the kitchen washing, and that thanks to them the rich crockery of the palace, made
of gold and silver, could be cleaned. In such a “kitchen” food would also be pre-
pared. This fantastic explanation of an important and well know type of municipal
building in the ancient Roman world is not original to al-Himyari. He takes it from
al-Idrist** (Dozi-De Goeje: 82ff.), who also saw it as the kitchen of the palace. It is
clear that al-Himyari takes its monumental skene as the fagcade of the palace itself.

The cavea of the amphitheatrum was taken by them to have been a huge meet-
ing hall’®. Al-HimyarT also informs us that water would come to the palace and to
the city through a huge aqueduct, which he describes carefully. He also tells us that
some of the pillars are standing and some not'®. It seems that he takes this informa-

7[Al-BakiT 1982: 34 ff.].

8[Anonymous 1983 (1): 52-54, (2): 67-69].
°[Al-Himyari 1938: 176 (211)].

0[Al-Himyari 1938: 166: “Marita”, 176 (211)].
[Al-Himyari 1938: 211].

2[ Anonimous 1983 (1): 47, (2): 62].
BTAl-HimyarT 1938: 211 (commentary)].
TAl-Idrist 1968: 182 ff.].

STAl-Idrist 1968: 182, lines 8—-11].

1T Al-HimyarT 1938: 166 (212)].
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tion from al-Idrisi, who also says that the number of arches is 360 (?)". It probably
was not true that so many arches were in as good a condition as al-Himyar1 describes
them in the 15" century, since he takes this information from al-Idrisi (12% century).
Al-HimyarT extensively describes how the arches worked, how the water comes
to a water-tower, which delivers that water into the channels. We know for certain
that the whole assemblage was ruined many years before, since the Dhikr bilad al-
Andalus (12" century) informs us that many of the aqueduct’s arcades (arches) had
already fallen to the ground'® by the time of the anonymous author of the Dhikr, so
that we may be sure that the aqueduct had been abandoned by the Muslims at the
very beginning of the Middle Ages, if not in Gothic times.

Towards the South of the city, relates al-HimyarT, there was a ruined tower
(mandara). 1t is likely that it belonged to the constructions of the ancient port by the
river, since al-HimyarT says that this tower had a huge mirror and imitates the light
tower of al-Iskandariyya built by al-Qarnayn (Alexander)’. Thus, we know that the
port at the river was also ruined at that time, and probably was abandoned in Muslim
times. Since al-HimyarT does not know about the former existence of a port in the
Roman Emerita, he writes that this construction was also a palace of queen Marida,
who used this tower to style her hair in front of the mirror®.

But al-HimyarT does not describe an arch (Qis)*' which is described by al-
Idrisi?. It appears that al-HimyarT thought this a part of the aqueduct, since in al-
Idrist’s work it comes immediately after the description of the last one?. The arch
is built out of mortar and bricks, and it stands in the middle of the town. Al-Idrisi
describes the so-called Arch of Trajan. This arch was part of the forum of the ancient
Roman city and separated the municipal forum from the provincial forum. Neither
al-1dris1, nor any other Muslim commentator seems to recognize the function of the
arch and the Roman fora in Merida.

In order to complete the fantastic interpretation of the buildings of the city,
either Roman or Christian, al-Himyari, following al-Idris1, brings to Merida from
1liya (Troy) marvelous objects which came from the pillage of I/iya by king Bukht-
Nassar; Ishban, a former king of al-Andalus, also took part in pillaging the ancient
city. The tradition among the Muslim authors seems to mix up the taking of Troy
(Ilion) and the two conquests of Jerusalem?*. Rodriguez de Escabias (17" century)
in the so-called Manuscript from Copenhagen writes that those relics came at first
to Toledo, and later some of them were moved from Toledo to Merida®. The most
wondrous object or relic taken to Mérida was the Phosphorescent Stone®, but the
most famous of them, which remained in Toledo, was the Table of King Solomon?’.

7T Al-Idrist 1968: 182].
18T Anonimous 1983 (1): 48].
TAl-Himyari 1938: 176 (212)]. Notice also taken from al-Idrisi, as Lévy-Provengal also
noticed: [Al-HimyarT 1938: 212, note 2].
2 [Al-Himyari 1938: 176-177 (212)].
2I[Al-HimyarT 1938: 175-177 (210-213)].
2 [Al-1drst 1968: 183].
3 [Al-IdrisT 1968: 183, lines 2-4].
2#[Al-Himyari 1938: 177 (212-213)].
3 [Cronica del Moro Rasis 1975: 303].
26 On the Phosphorescent Stone, [Gomez de Caso Zuriaga 2018: 154-157].
20n it, also, [Gémez de Caso Zuriaga 2018: 146-151].
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Some conclusions

It is very clear that the function and meaning of the public spaces of the Roman
city, its way of life and its institutions are completely ignored by the historians and
geographers of Muslim culture. It is not in their method to study the previous insti-
tutions and society of the cities that they want to describe.

Life in Muslim towns of the Middle Ages has no continuity with municipal life in
late antiquity. Muslim writers are not even able to recognize the most common struc-
tures of a Roman municipium, such as triumphal and commemorative arches, theatres,
peristila, amphitheatra, or fora. In the case of Merida, although al-Razi (10" century)
clearly knew its origin as a Roman colony founded by Augustus, subsequent com-
mentators, even those as important and cultivated as al-Idrist and al-Himyari, forgot
this and mixed up the history and meaning of the city with a queen associated with
a religious tradition (represented by the mention of Horus). This could be the result
of a mix-up between the capital of Merida in Diocletian’s and Constantine’s time and
the high Christian patronage over the city by Saint Eulalia. While there had been a
continuity between the Classical, the Christian and the Gothic worlds, there was none
at all between those cultural worlds and the Muslim one.

We should also state one more conclusion. In Muslim-Arabic culture in the
Middle Ages, the Historical Method, developed by the lonian Greeks in Classical
times, had been quite forgotten. Even such as an important intellectual and geogra-
pher as al-Idris1, or even al-HimyarT, tried to reconstruct the past without contrast-
ing different sources and without studying the institutions, history and society that
they were trying to describe. It had not always been like that in Muslim culture. The
notes given by al-Razi sometimes seem to come from very different sources, study
and method. But the original work of al-Raz1 has been lost and we have only some
secondary and unsure versions of it in Castillian and Portuguese languages [Cata-
lan, Soledad de Andrés Castellanos 1975].
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