
 

 

 

Global Interaction, Transformation and Stagnation in Spain 
Between roughly 200 BC and 300 AD, Spain was an important part of the Roman Empire, although only 

scattered physical evidence remains from that period. The ruins of one of the greatest Roman amphitheaters are 
located at Italica, outside of present day Seville. Starting around 275 AD, Spain was repeatedly invaded by 
Germanic tribes from the north. One of the tribes, the Visigoths, established effective control over the Iberian 
peninsula in early fifth century. Spain formerly converted to Catholicism along with the rest of the Roman empire 
during the fourth century and the Visigoth king converted in 589 AD. Between 700 and 1500 AD, Spain was one of 
the major battlegrounds around the Mediterranean Sea between Islamic and Christian civilizations. In 711 AD, 
Tariq, the governor of Tangier, and approximately 7,000 soldiers routed the Visigoth army. Within a decade nearly 
the entire Iberian peninsula was under Islamic control. The conquerors called this land “al-Andalus.” Islamic rulers 
were tolerant of difference, promoted the arts and sciences, established universities in a number of cities and 
encouraged the growth of Christian and Jewish communities. In 1000 AD, Cordoba, an Islamic center in southern 
Spain, was probably the largest city in Europe.  

Division among Islamic leaders, the relatively small size of the Islamic 
population in Spain, and increasing unity among Roman Catholic nobles, 
contributed to the gradual reconquest of the peninsula by Spanish forces. By 
1500, Muslims and Jews remaining in Spain faced conversion, expulsion or 
death. Little remains today of Islamic “al-Andalus” other than the ruins of 
isolated forts, churches and cathedrals that were converted from mosques and 
retain elements of their original Islamic style, Arabic sounding names and words, 
and the widespread use of mosaic tiles with geometric patterns. 

The final defeat of Islam in Spain coincided with Columbus’ voyages to 
America. An unanticipated consequence of the expulsion of Muslim and Jewish   
scholars, merchants, bankers and craftsmen from Spain was the weakening of the country’s economic 
infrastructure. The gold and silver looted from the New World poured into a society with little idea how to utilize it 
for development. Commerce was relegated to Dutch, and later English middlemen and those countries prospered 
while Spain remained trapped in a feudal past. An interesting account of travels through Islamic Spain, Tales of the 
Alhambra, was written by American author Washington Irving and published in 1832. – Alan Singer. Sources: The 
Rough Guide to Spain (New York: 2004); Menocal, M. The Ornament of the World (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002). 

 

 

 

 
The Seville Cathedral was built between 1402 and 

1506 on the site of a former Islamic mosque. All that 
remains of the mosque is the Giralda. Originally the 
minaret, it was converted into a bell tower. The 
Cathedral also houses the tomb of Christopher 
Columbus. The Spanish government brought what they 
believed to be his remains here from Cuba in 1902. 

 The Guadalquivir River runs from the Atlantic 
Ocean through Seville and was navigatable as far 
inland as Cordoba. Islamic rulers built a fortified 
tower to control passage on the river. After 
Columbus’ voyages to the Americas, the Torre D’Or 
became a gigantic safe deposit vault for storing the 
gold and silver of Mexico and the Andes. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
The alter of the Roman Catholic Cathedral in Seville. It 
is cover with gold leaf – wealth taken from Mexico. 

 The Cathedral door continues to be decorated with 
Islamic designs and passages from the Koran. 
 

 

 

 
In 1492, Granada was the last Islamic city to fall to 

Roman Catholic forces. The Alhambra on a hillside in 
Granada includes the Royal or Nasrid Palace, the 
palace gardens, and the fortress or Alcazaba. It is 
believed that Columbus met with Fernando and Isabel 
in the Alhambra before leaving on his first voyage to 
the Americas. Fernando and Isabel made Granada their 
capital and they are buried there in a tomb attached to 
the cathedral.  

 The Mezquita in Cordoba was once the third most 
holy site in the Islamic world after Mecca and 
Jersusalem. It was a cosmopolitan city that was the 
birthplace of the Jewish philosopher Maimonides in 
1135 AD. After the capture of the city by Roman 
Catholic forces in 1236 AD, a Gothic cathedral was 
built in the middle of the mosque, but its Islamic 
design was retained for much of the building.  

 



 

 

 

Jackdaws on Global Interactions – Global Voyages (www.jackdaw.com) 
 

The Development of Writing (Grade Levels 7-12, J-47). From early attempts at communication by painting on 

cave walls to the variety of alphabets in use throughout the world today. The contents of this Jackdaw feature: Map 

showing the places in which various languages developed. Sumerian “medical” tablet. Rosetta Stone from Egypt.  

 
Hadrian’s Wall (Grade Levels 7-12, J-41). Daily military life and defense against the barbarians. Includes a 
detailed map of Roman Emperor Hadrian’s 80-mile wall, a pictorial description of building the wall and a chart of 
“The Soldier’s Arms and Armour.”  
 
The Byzantine Empire (Grade Levels 6-9 , J-300). Illustrates the customs and culture of the Byzantine Empire, the 
commercial center of the silk and spice trades. Emphasizes this era’s preservation of the heritage of Greece and 
Rome during Europe’s Dark Ages.  
 
The Vikings (Grade Levels 7-12, J-133). The Vikings’ world and their influence is explored and illustrated. Learn 
about the ships the Vikings traveled in, the life they led, their culture and customs, and the art and traditions they 
left behind. The archaeological evidence presents a fascinating and colorful picture of these fearless adventurers.  
 
Silk Road (Grade Levels 5-8 , J-715M). Students learn what it was like to travel and trade along the Silk Road, a 
5,000 mile-long route over unmarked desert tracks and the highest mountains in the world, which served as the 
main highway between China and the west from the 1st century BC to the 14th century AD  
 
The Crusades (Grade Levels 6-9, J-616). Exhibits allow students to travel the routes of the Crusades, and learn 
about the key persons involved. The contents of this Jackdaw feature: Pope Urban II Calls Forth the First Crusade. 
The Siege of Jerusalem. The Fourth Crusade and the Sack of Constantinople. 
 
The World of Islam (Grade Levels 6-9, J-143). The World of Islam reveals thirteen centuries of achievement, 
thought and action. Early Islamic scholars and scientists were far ahead of Europe in medicine, astronomy, and 
mathematics. Islamic art and literature produced beautiful and sophisticated works. The contents of this Jackdaw 
feature: Descriptions and illustrations of the most outstanding achievements by Muslim scientists in medicine, 
mathematics, optics and astronomy. some of the most famous Muslim rulers, mystics and writers. 
 
Columbus & the Age of Explorers (Grade Levels 7-12, J-L2). Sheds new light on Columbus the entrepreneur, the 
native peoples he and others encountered, and European explorations of the North American continent.  
 
The Conquest of Mexico (Grade Levels 7-12, J-51). The conquest of the Aztec Empire by Cortés and his small 
army. In the savage battles, which gained the Aztec Empire for Spain, Cortés and his followers destroyed a 
magnificent ancient civilization. The contents of this Jackdaw feature: Durer engraving of Cortes’ plan of 
Tenochititlan. “True History of the Conquest of New Spain” by Bernal Diaz del Castillo, with a translation.  
 
Incas: A Cultural History (Grade Levels 6-9, J-508). One of the greatest empires ever developed from its origin to 
its conquest by a small army of Spaniards. Students look into the Incas’ culture, government, religion, and amazing 
social and physical achievements. The contents of this Jackdaw feature: Inca architecture and road System. Pre-Inca 
and Inca Art. Machu Picchu. 
 
The Slave Trade & Its Abolition (Grade Levels 7-12, J-12). The development of the slave trade in the Americas 
from 1503, when the first slaves were brought to the Caribbean, to its abolition throughout the British Empire. The 



 

 

 

contents of this Jackdaw feature: Plan of the slaving ship Brookes. Bill advertising a West Indian slave auction in 
1829. Selected pages from the Journal of John Newton. 

 


