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[image: Three maps of the Iberian Peninsula, showing the changing territories between the eighth and mid-thirteenth centuries, and highlighting the decline of Al-Andalus. Al-Andalus is shaded, in contrast to the Christian kingdoms. The first map is labelled c. 750, and shows the peninsula comprising almost completely Al-Andalus, with only Asturias in the north. The second map, c. 1000, shows Al-Andalus having lost territory in the north, with León, Pamplona, Aragon, and the County of Barcelona visible. The third map, c. 1250, shows Al-Andalus remaining only in a small region in the south around Granada, with León and Castile established across the peninsula. ]
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A Note on Names

During the medieval period itself, there was no consistency in the use of names across diverse sources. Over the following centuries, names were often changed further, and texts in different languages also used local forms of the same names. Therefore, the names of Rodrigo and Jimena, and even of Rodrigo’s horse, occur in multiple variations in this book. I have kept the version of the name used in the sources that I cite.





Introduction: A Hero for All Seasons

A group of warriors on horseback rode swiftly north to Logroño, a town at the heart of the sparsely inhabited Rioja region in the northern part of the Iberian peninsula. They could cover a great distance without encountering any opposition. On reaching the town, they overpowered its defenders, who were no match for them, and they proceeded to pillage it. The warriors burned and looted, shedding blood as they swept through the streets and houses, destroying the town. They then devastated the rest of the region of La Rioja. These lands belonged to the Christian king Alfonso VI of Castile, who at the time (1092) was occupied waging war against the Muslims of Valencia. The army destroying King Alfonso’s lands was commanded by one of the most successful mercenaries of the age, Rodrigo (or, in the parlance of the times, Ruy) Díaz, better known to posterity as el Cid. While raiding was a common occurrence, this particular raid elicited angry condemnation from a somewhat later chronicler, the author of the twelfth-century Historia Roderici (translated by Simon Barton and Richard Fletcher): ‘Most savagely and mercilessly through all those regions did he lay waste with relentless, destructive, irreligious fire. He took huge booty, yet it was saddening even to tears. With harsh and impious devastation did he lay waste and destroy all the land aforesaid. He altogether stripped it of all its goods and wealth and riches, and took these for himself.’

What is remarkable is not that some condemned him, but that the memory of his military feats against Christians was quickly effaced and replaced by Christian adulation. Nobody could have predicted such an outcome when Rodrigo and his men ravaged La Rioja. From a modern perspective, one could easily characterize Rodrigo as a turncoat or traitor: he switched sides, from a Christian king to the Muslim ruler of Zaragoza. For he had once been in the service of the former: he had started his military career at the court of King Sancho II of Castile, where he was the head of the king’s personal military retinue; after Sancho’s death, he served the dead king’s brother, King Alfonso VI of León-Castile. His ambition and independent actions led to clashes with the king and finally to exile. He was then employed as a mercenary by successive Muslim rulers of Zaragoza. In their service, he fought against Christian princes of the peninsula. It was during this period that he led his army of warriors, consisting of Christians and Muslims from the Iberian peninsula, against the king’s lands. He took particular care to ravage those areas that were in the hands of the king’s faithful vassal García Ordóñez, because of a long-standing enmity between the two men. From his successful campaign, Rodrigo returned to the Muslim court of Zaragoza, where he was welcomed and honoured. Yet six years later, shortly before Rodrigo died, a churchman had already described him as a warrior sent by God to fight against the Muslims, and over the next two centuries he was transformed into the perfect Christian knight, and a saintly figure, celebrated as a Christian hero fighting for the faith.

Rodrigo Díaz lived in the second half of the eleventh century, at a time when the Christians of the northern part of the Iberian peninsula began to make the first inroads against the south, Muslim al-Andalus. In the final years of his life, he struck out on his own and carved out an independent principality for himself deep in Muslim al-Andalus, which after his death quickly fell to the Muslims again and had to be evacuated. Already in these last years, his legend germinated. Cluniac monks (members of a reformed Benedictine monasticism), benefiting from Rodrigo’s donations, started to transform their benefactor into a hero sent by divine providence. In subsequent centuries, the legend grew and the mythic hero el Cid – a sobriquet combining the Spanish definite article with a word derived from the Arabic sayyid, meaning ‘lord’, that he may or may not have borne in life – replaced the historical figure. The man Rodrigo died well over 900 years ago. El Cid, though many would gladly slay him, not only refuses to die but, similar to shape-shifters of ancient legend, takes new forms to satisfy the needs of every age.

How could a medieval mercenary become a hero for all seasons? Celebrated or condemned for his brutal actions in his life, he was acknowledged as a very successful warrior leader, who could reward his followers with booty. Perhaps, had he not died without a male heir, his incipient principality of Valencia even would have become a kingdom. His military achievements were certainly remarkable, yet they do not explain his many transformations in legend. How could a man fighting indiscriminately against Muslims and Christians be depicted as a Christian saviour sent by God within his own lifetime? And how could he, whose insubordination to royal commands in life led to a complete break with the king, be posthumously transformed not merely into a devout Christian motivated by his religious beliefs, but also a steadfast vassal who fought for his lord the king? In the thirteenth century, an epic poem was written about his deeds, and the Cid of the poem was a superhero: never defeated in battle, he accomplished stupendous feats, yet remained loyal to his king despite having been unjustly exiled. Later in the same century, he became a quasi-saint thanks to the imagination of the monks of San Pedro de Cardeña: his dead body led the troops to victory over the Muslims, helped by a heavenly host, and his uncorrupted body even produced a miracle. Why would medieval monks venerate a brutal warrior?

Nor did his transformation stop there. A bid in the sixteenth century to have him officially recognized as a saint by the papacy failed, but he gained international literary recognition, becoming the protagonist of many pieces, notably a play by seventeenth-century French dramatist Pierre Corneille. Of all people, it was Rodrigo who was transformed into an almost Hamlet-like hero, agonizing over opposing moral commitments. Within Spain itself, the Cid was gaining the stature of a national hero, even as society became increasingly split, eventually leading to a civil war. How is it possible that a mild-mannered academic and a military dictator both found in the Cid a model and an inspiring example? Amid growing tensions in Spanish society in the early twentieth century, the historian Ramón Menéndez Pidal found in the Cid the hero who was to give hope to and unite Spaniards, an incarnation of Spain’s special national character, whose example would mobilize the entire population. The Spanish military dictator Franco also saw him as the ‘spirit of Spain’ and himself as a modern-day Cid. He used his version of the Cid not just to divide, foisting his brand of Catholic Castilian supremacy on all, but to legitimize mass murder, waging what he saw as a crusade against Republicans. Emerging victorious from the civil war, Franco turned the Cid into an exemplar, part of compulsory education in schools and at the military academy. A statue of the Cid, sword drawn, beard flying, was erected in the Castilian city of Burgos. Projecting a legitimizing image to an international audience, the well-known film starring Charlton Heston was also produced in Franco’s Spain.

It may seem logical that after this twentieth-century legacy the far right would carry on evoking the Cid in racist hate speech and hail him as their righteous precursor in the clash of civilizations. Yet it is much harder to explain why the very same legacy did not deter those who embrace multiculturalism from taking up the Cid as a representative of medieval Spanish convivencia, a leader who lived together with Muslims, an emblem of the peaceful coexistence of people of different faiths. The Cid became both a model for the far right and the symbol of multiculturalism. Children’s books, including one by British author Geraldine McCaughrean, also retell the tale of the ideal knight. He is a hero to people from diverse backgrounds, who hold opposing values and ideologies; people from opposite ends of the political spectrum have lionized him. The 1961 movie El Cid appealed to Francoists, but also to President John F. Kennedy, who reportedly held multiple screenings of it in the White House.

This book will trace how an eleventh-century mercenary became a world-famous star. It will explore the apparent paradoxes in the story of a medieval warrior who came to be worshipped as a saint, the embodiment of virtues and patriotism, a moralist, and the very soul of the Spanish nation. When we peel away the legends of the greatest Spanish national hero and find a man who was a successful but opportunistic and brutal warrior, we must wonder how he could enjoy such a stupendous afterlife, how he can be a hero for people of all political persuasions.

Today, the Camino del Cid takes tourists to the supposed scenes of his exploits across Spain. Modelled on the famous pilgrimage route, the Camino del Santiago, this road of well over a thousand kilometres meanders to 365 places mentioned in the thirteenth-century epic poem about the Cid. We need to pursue a different, but no less meandering, route, if we seek to understand the Cid’s real achievements and his afterlife. This road will take us through time, to the individuals and communities that created and fostered his cult. For legendary heroes do not emerge spontaneously: we need to understand the agency of those who created the hero from the man and continued to invest him with diverse meanings. People who participated in this process benefited in varied ways – from financial profit to gaining legitimacy – from the ascendence of the hero they helped make. As we follow this trail, we shall see how the historical figure was swathed in layers of legend; we shall encounter the many faces of el Cid; and discover who lionized him and why in the centuries after his death.

The source material on the Cid spans many centuries. While the greater the distance from Rodrigo’s lifetime the less reliable narrative accounts become, none of them is fully trustworthy; all were composed for a reason, and that aim strongly determined how he would be portrayed. While none can be blindly followed to reconstruct the historical Rodrigo, all give valuable clues to how the Cid was constructed.

The story of el Cid is worthy of the pen of Tolkien, the stuff of legend and of men larger than life. There is thus a quiet irony in the fact that it is a woman who writes this account of the medieval superman; a successful military adventurer in life, and a paragon of supposed manly virtues in death. Women were largely written out of the Cid’s life; present only as marginal characters, important only in so far as they were connected to him. Men composed his panegyric, men embraced his legend and marched in his name. Time, then, to redress the balance.

Why is this story still important in the twenty-first century? Through it, we can understand not merely significant aspects of Spain’s history, but also the process of historical legend-making, from the Middle Ages to modern populist politics. These legends are much more pervasive in our lives than real historical knowledge, and have disproportionately influenced people, who often do not even realize how large the gap can be between history itself and the shifting, constantly changing legend that claims to be history. In the case of Rodrigo Díaz, when we scrape away the legends we find a man who lived in a period that cannot be encapsulated by easy judgements revolving around ‘a clash of civilizations’ or ‘good’ confronting ‘bad’. We must understand the complexity of the times, when people fought against each other, then cooperated with their erstwhile enemies, to then turn against them once more; a period when people used arguments based on religion to justify warfare, but also ignored these arguments to just as easily wage war against co-religionists or ally with supposed religious foes. As with all good stories, moreover, that of the Cid’s transformations makes us think about and question what it is that makes us human. What is it that appeals to us in military deeds, and why do we insist on transforming the most unsuitable individuals into heroes?
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