
































































































which was shown by Williams to place Muslims in an iconog

raphy of "reconquest" generated by the Leonese church's po

litical cosmology. 20 Williams also demonstrated that on the same 

portal Isidore himself was drawn into this militarized discourse. 

He is shown in conjunction with a warrior, a reference to the 

aid he lent-according to a then quite current account-to 

Alfonso VII in his successful campaign against Andalusia. 21 

The adoption of Romanesque arts in the northern Spanish 

kingdoms had many programmatic meanings which have been 

widely explored by scholars; but on one level it must also have 

constituted not only a resistance to Spanish cultural insularity 

but also an exteriorization of those aspects of Spanish Chris

tian culture which were intertwined with the arts of Islam 

through common sources, shared experience, or admiration. 

Thus in the Romanesque period appreciation of the arts of 

Islamic Spain was controlled. When it could not be encased in 

a context that exteriorized Islam through the themes of vic

tory and domination, it was often found in the margins: in 

the lining of reliquaries or in the column capitals-but not 

the monumental reliefs-of Santo Domingo de Silos. 

Perhaps the largest and most important of the reliquaries  

was the Arca Santa (cat. 124), which held a group of 

important relics, including several thought to be from apos

tolic times. The gilded silver front presents a Christ in Majesty 

in a mandorla held by angels, whose bodies strain, forearms 

bulging, from their effort. They are flanked by two registers of 

apostles who gesticulate with dignified vigor from beneath 

arcades. The figures are quite plastic and give the vision a mon

umental immediacy. So it seems all the more anomalous that 

the entire ensemble is enclosed within a wide, pseudo-Kufic 

inscription. This inscription was copied at least in part from 

an Islamic object by an artist who did not understand Arabic22 

but who wanted to link the object and the notion of Islamic 

manufacture. A number of individual letters or groups of let-

Dome, Santo Sepulcro, Torres del Rio (Navarra). Photo: Hirmer 
Fotoarchiv 

34 

ters are legible but the inscription also contains sequences of 

forms unrecognizable even within the most abstracted and 

ornamented of Kufic calligraphic traditions. Because it has 

the marginal, enframing position it would have on a Spanish 

Islamic box, it gives the impression of an enormous silver box 

of Umayyad manufacture, from whose core emerges a vision 

of Christian revelation. 

The tension between the wide band of calligraphy in bas 

relief and the vibrant Christ it encloses is arresting. On one 

hand, there is high regard for Islamic manufacture, and the 

inscription gives the Arca the status and meaning of spolia: 

booty implying dominance and victory over the authors of the 

subjugated style. The formal contrast between the band and 

the front panel serves to counterpose them-to remind us of 

their divergence, of the opposition that results in such victo

ries. The presence of Islam-not as a long-standing or inte

grated part of peninsular life but as an unholy other-gives 

new meaning to Christian observance in the north and a new 

force and immediacy to apocalyptic images. 

The notion that the sacredness and power of the Arca and 

its owners might be augmented by an allusion to Islam is sug

gested by legends surrounding its arrival in Oviedo. By the 

beginning of the twelfth century, it was recorded that the Arca 

Santa had been built by disciples of the apostles themselves in 

the Holy Land, then brought to Spain, and subsequently to 

Oviedo to escape the Muslims' conquest of the peninsula. 23 

The Arca origin is fit into a reading of history that rehearses 

the basic facts of Muslim and Christian military opposition: a 

recounting that smothers all memory of shared culture with 

the sterile image of righteous opposition. The constant pres

ence of such an other-in legend and in art-justifies the mil

itant posture of the church and sanctifies the militant actions 

of its members. The inscription reminds us of the exalted mis

sion of the Christian kingdom, while the powerful image of 
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