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world was literally, to modern eyes, turned upside-down, and Idrisi 
would have said the same about ours. As a point of reference, Map 1 
shows the area covered by Idrisi, labeled according to modern conven-
tions but oriented in medieval Islamic fashion. The center of Idrisi’s 
South-on-top world map is not Jerusalem, as in many medieval 
Christian maps, but rather the Arabian Peninsula and the Muslim holy 
city of Mecca, which occupies the central part of the central clime 
(a “clime” is one of the latitudinal zones of the earth marked by parallel 
lines on the map), proof of the perfection with which God has graced 
the cradle of Islam. This world is dominated not by the Mediterranean 
and Europe but by the Indian Ocean and Africa, which looms in the 
South across most of the top half of the page, the Horn extending far 
off to the eastern (left-hand) horizon, the rest of the continent contin-
uing boundlessly to cover the southern quarter, an undifferentiated 

Map 1 Line drawing of Idrisi map, with modern place-names. © 2013 
Elisabeth Alba.
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North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula, it is still clear that the Islamic 
world and Latin Christendom could in no way be considered equals.

The most literal marker of civilization was the city, and unlike west-
ern Europe the lands of Islam had scads of them, almost wherever the 
land could support permanent human settlement. As many of the travel 
accounts discussed earlier suggest, Muslims on the eve of the Crusades 
had to acknowledge a few large cities like Rome and smaller towns like 
Rouen, Mainz, Prague, and Cracow. To these were added slightly myth-
ical places like Paris and a few pestilential hamlets like Venice.

However, the fledgling city life of medieval Europe was nothing 
compared with the medieval Middle East, which was one of the most 
urbanized regions on the globe, a region not just of cities but of networks 
of cities. The Middle East was, as the archaeological cliché has it, the 
“cradle of civilization,” where the first complex urban systems in human 
history were established. Since the fourth millennium bce, the urban 
culture of the ancient Near East had had ample opportunity to go forth 
and multiply, and the result, by the time of the Crusades in the second 
millennium ce, was that the medieval Middle East was not merely an 
heir to ancient cities like Jerusalem, Aleppo, or Damascus but also the 
setting for urban expansion and creative new foundations, such as rel-
ative newcomers like the metropolis of Baghdad (founded 762) and 

Map 2 The Mediterranean World, ca. 1050 ce. © 2013 Elisabeth Alba.
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threats that loomed—is provided by Saʿid al-Andalusi.26 Born in 
Almería in 1029 to a prominent family, he was a philologist, historian, 
natural philosopher, and Muslim judge (qadi). His father later became 
a high-ranking official in Córdoba, where Saʿid received the begin-
nings of his education. As a teenager he toured al-Andalus in pursuit of 
learning and eventually settled in Toledo at the jaded age of seventeen. 
At Toledo the local ruler had made his court a destination for intellectu-
als, including jurists, religious scholars, mathematicians, astronomers, 
geometers, physicians, and litterateurs. While there Saʿid composed 
works in a number of fields, including astronomy, history, and compar-
ative religion.

Shortly before his death, in 1070, he wrote a svelte treatise with the 
modest aim of surveying and categorizing the entirety of all human 
knowledge (a fairly common genre in Arabic literature, in fact; Ibn 
Hazm too found time to churn one out). Called the Book of the Categories 

Map 4 Medieval al-Andalus. From O. R. Constable, ed., Medieval Iberia: 
Readings from Muslim, Christian, and Jewish Sources, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 32, map 1.
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Map 5 The Near East after the coming of the Franks. From Usama ibn 
Munqidh, The Book of Contemplation: Islam and the Crusades (Harmondsworth, 
UK: Penguin Classics, 2008), map 2.
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populace, who viewed them and Ibn Tashfin as their saviors against the 
Frankish threat (Map 6). The Almoravid army then marched on to Seville, 
and from there to Badajoz. On hearing of this alarming new challenge, 
Alfonso VI lifted his siege of Zaragoza in the northeast and marched 
toward Badajoz to confront the Muslim armies. On October 23 they met 
at Zallaqa (Sagrajas), not far from Badajoz, where Alfonso was over-
whelmed by the Berber armies. Soundly defeated, he and his Christian 
army were forced to retreat to the safety of Toledo. It was just what the 
lords of al-Andalus had hoped for. Indeed the lord of Seville urged the 
Almoravids to pursue their enemies while they were in flight, but Ibn 
Tashfin was reluctant to range too far from home and the threats that 
might arise there, so he crossed back to Morocco, leaving a contingent of 
troops to assist in the further defense of his new Andalusi allies.

It was not enough. Ibn Tashfin was obliged to return several times 
to al-Andalus to confront the Franks. But only in 1090 did he do so 

Map 6 Al-Andalus under the Almoravids. From O. R. Constable, ed., 
Medieval Iberia: Readings from Muslim, Christian, and Jewish Sources, 2nd ed. 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 156, map 2.



Map 7 Medieval North Africa. From Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, A History of the Maghrib in the Islamic Period (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 78, map 3.
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could be adduced, but on the basis of the literary record at least, it 
seems clear that despite some heightened appreciation of the nuances 
of Frankish culture and society, the long confrontation of Muslims and 
Franks did not much alter their initial impressions of each other. Like 
Usama’s dodging the invitation to send his son on study abroad in 
Europe, it was a history of missed opportunities.

Córdoba Revisited

Just as the Muslim kingdoms of Zangi, Nur al-Din, and Saladin in the 
Near East were scoring consistent military victories against a divided 
Outremer, so too in distant al-Andalus the slowdown of Frankish ex-
pansion was turning into a new wave of Almohad victories (Map 8). 
After 1150 the Almohads were making unmistakable progress in con-
solidating their hold on al-Andalus, capturing towns and fortresses 

Map 8 Al-Andalus under the Almohads. From O. R. Constable, ed., 
Medieval Iberia: Readings from Muslim, Christian, and Jewish Sources, 2nd ed. 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 226, map 3.
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Map 9 The Near East after 1187. From Thomas F. Madden, A Concise 
History of the Crusades, 2nd ed. (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), 
79, map 6.



Map 10 Ottoman Campaigns in the Balkans. From Norman Housley, The Later Crusades: From Lyons to Alcazar, 1274–
1580 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), xiii, map 3.
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