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Muhammad V and the Alhambra

Hello again. Last time we saw the rise to power of King Enrique Il in Castile. When we
began the last episode Enrique was opposed by every single one of the other kings in the
Iberian peninsula, with most of them supporting the claim by King Fernando of Portugal for
the Castilian crown. By the end of the episode though, everything had calmed down.
Enrique of Castile had managed to make peace with all the other political players
surrounding his kingdom, and had even managed to win the support of the Castilian
people when he ordered the loathed French mercenaries who had assisted his rise to
power to return to France. We flagged at the end of the last episode that something very
weird was about to happen, with England claiming the right to the Castilian crown. Before
we turn to that cluster of events though, we are going to take some time out to examine
the quite extraordinary reign of Muhammad V of Granada.

Now, we've already seen in past episodes that sixteen-year-old Muhammad began his
period of rule in the year 1354 following the murder of his father. He was booted off the
throne, though, in 1359 by his half brother Ismail, who was himself assassinated and
replaced by another Muhammad, who ruled until 1362, when Muhammad V returned to
power with the assistance of his ally King Pedro of Castile. We saw in the last episode that
Muhammad managed to take advantage of the unrest which had spread across the Iberian
peninsula following King Pedro's assassination and the rise to power of Enrique of Castile,
by reclaiming Algeciras. Muhammad V will end up ruling Granada until the year 1391,
proving himself a highly effective military strategist and administrator.

However, the greatest impact left by Muhammad V on the history of the peninsula is
probably not due to his military or political talents, but his contribution to culture, the arts,
and most particularly architecture. By far the most impressive piece of architecture which
was progressed to completion under Muhammad's rule was the Alhambra. The Alhambra,
which was the seat of power for the rulers of Granada, started its life as a fortification.
Located in the city of Granada, high on a rocky hill surrounded by forests, a fort had been
there since Roman times. It was during the rule of Ibn al-Ahmar, though, the man who
decided to make Granada the new capital of Muslim Spain, that work began on a new
building on the site. The work continued in the year 1238 under Muhammad |, who
repaired and extended the fortress, and Muhammad Ill added formal gardens, a pavilion, a
mosque, and public baths to the site.

Today, the Alhambra is a stunning palace and fortress complex which boasts one of the
best examples of Muslim medieval architecture in the world. It is currently a UNESCO
World Heritage site and one of Spain's premier tourist attractions. The two rulers who are
credited with creating what we see in the Alhambra today are Yusuf | and his son
Muhammad V, with Muhammad V taking most of the glory, since he rebuilt much of the
infrastructure installed by Yusuf, and, more importantly, during the 1360s he refurbished
then expanded the palace, creating two conjoined complexes known today as the
Comares Palace, the official residence of the ruler of Granada, and the Palace of the
Lions, which was the private living quarters of the royal family. It's difficult to overstate how
stunning these palaces are, and it's hard to convey with just words.



Of course, if you can, you should go there. The palace complex is open to visitors, but
word of warning, you can't just rock up. It's so popular that you actually have to reserve a
spot in advance. The Google Al overview for the Alhambra recommends that you reserve
tickets for your visit from the official Alhambra ticket office, noting that entry is strictly
controlled, the site is highly visited and extremely popular, and that you should book your
tickets long before you actually travel to Granada. You should also note that apparently
your ticket will specify the exact time of day when your visit will begin, and if you turn up
later than the time shown you probably won't be permitted to enter.

There are a few virtual tours of the palaces online, but to give you just a taste of how
amazing this building is, here is a description by Brian Catlos from his book “Kingdoms of
Faith”, and | quote “Using an innovative plaster casting technique, Nasrid, Maghrebi, and
Castilian artisans created an interior of gravity-defying and graceful high-relief screens and
stalactites, featuring dizzyingly complex geometric and vegetal patterns interspersed with
inscriptions taken from verses penned by the sultanates poets laureate, and wazirs Ibn
al-Khatib and his student Ibn Zamrak. The dizzying parget was complemented by brilliantly
coloured ceramic tiles, elaborately carved woodwork, and expanses of translucent marble.
Christian artists from Castile added paintings depicting scenes of chivalry and the hunt.
Grand reception halls were interspersed with gurgling fountains, and breezy balconies
looked out over Granada and the slopes of the Sierra Nevada. The effect was and remains
transcendental” end quote. It's unclear whether the gorgeousness of the Alhambra Palace
led to a flourishing of the arts and culture across Granada, or whether the artisans and
scholars themselves influenced the architecture of the palace. Maybe it was a combination
of the two.

Whatever the situation, what is clear is that Muhammad V presided over an impressive
scientific, scholarly, and artistic court. One of the most influential figures inside
Muhammad's court was a man called Ibn al-Khatib. Ibn al-Khatib had served Muhammad's
father, Yusuf |, as a secretary. Then under Muhammad's first period of rule was promoted
to chief adviser or double wazir. He supported Muhammad loyally during his period of exile
away from the throne, and when Muhammad was restored to power, his influence
expanded even further. He basically oversaw the day-to-day running of the Kingdom of
Granada, and in his downtime he composed poetry and corresponded with leading Islamic
literary and scholarly figures from across the Muslim world. He ended up developing an
impressive knowledge of theology, medicine, science, and history, and he used this
knowledge to increase the prestige of Muhammad's court and to promote advances in a
number of fields, leading, for instance, to Muhammad establishing a hospital in Granada in
the year 1365 for the treatment of patients with a mental illness.

During the period of Muhammad's exile, when Muhammad and Ibn al-Khatib fled to
Morocco, they had met up with another long-term exile from Granada, a man called Abd
al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun. Ibn Khaldun's family were from Seville and had fled Al-Andalus
during the rule of King Fernando lll. Ibn Khaldun had settled in Morocco where he was fast
becoming an authority on politics and history. He will end up being one of the leading
figures in the founding of sociology as a field of study, and as a pioneer of political science.
Also present within his circles of intellectuals in Morocco was the Jewish scholar Ibrahim
Ibn Zarzar, who studied extensively in the fields of astronomy and medicine. Ibrahim lbn
Zarzar ended up serving as Muhammad's envoy to the Marinids in Morocco.

Anyway, once Muhammad had been reinstalled as ruler of Granada, Ibn al-Khatib
convinced Ibn Khaldun to leave Morocco and return to the Iberian peninsula. In his book
“Kingdoms of Faith”, Brian Catlos reports that, not long after Ibn Khaldun arrived at the



Alhambra, he was given his first mission. He was told to travel to Castile to meet with
representatives of King Pedro the Cruel to ratify a treaty between Castile and Granada.
When he arrived at the Castilian royal court in Seville, Ibn Khaldun was met by one of his
other intellectual buddies from Morocco, the Jewish scholar Ibrahim Ibn Zarzar, who had
shifted from the Muslim court in Granada to the Christian royal court in Castile. Ibrahim
sung Ibn Khaldun's praises to King Pedro so effectively that King Pedro attempted to lure
Ibn Khaldun to his court, even promising to restore to him his family's ancestral lands
around Seville. Ibn Khaldun politely declined though, and returned to the service of
Muhammad V in Granada.

It wasn't hard to see though why Ibrahim had decided to flee from Muhammad's court in
Granada for the court of Seville, because apparently Muhammad's court had developed
into a highly toxic place, with backstabbing and dangerous rivalries erupting between its
various components. One of the victims of this intrigue ended up being the poet and
intellectual Ibn al-Khatib. Two rising stars inside Muhammad's court had turned against Ibn
al-Khatib, even at one stage accusing him of apostasy and attempting to turn Muhammad
against him. In the year 1372 things took a more serious turn when |bn al-Khatib's books
were publicly burned in Granada. Deciding, quite rightly, that his life was now in danger,
Ibn al-Khatib, who had been sheltering inside the residence of his friend Ibn Khaldun in
Granada, fled to Morocco. In his absence he was tried and sentenced to death in Granada
for the crime of apostasy. Unfortunately, he wasn't safe in Morocco either. He was arrested
in the city of Fez, was tortured, and in the year 1374 was once again found guilty of
apostasy. Before his execution could be carried out, though he was strangled to death
inside his cell.

Which goes to show that while the court of Muhammad V reached extremely impressive
architectural and intellectual heights, it also had a flip side: making enemies with the wrong
people at the wrong time could spell the end, even for some of the scholarly and literary
standing as Ibn al-Khatib. In fact, the toxicity of the court at the Alhambra extended all the
way up to the ruler of the Kingdom. Although Muhammad V did end up enjoying a long
reign, he died in the year 1391 in circumstances which are far from clear, and over which a
question mark still hangs today. Muhammad's son Yusuf Il died a grim death only a year
into his reign, apparently due to a poisoned shirt sent to him by the Marinid Amir. Yusuf
received the shirt as a gift and wore it, after which his skin and flesh kept peeling from his
body over the next few weeks, resulting in his eventual death. So the Alhambra could
literally be a highly toxic place, even for its ruler.

The Alhambra itself has suffered damage over the years. Following the completion of the
Reconquista, the Christians moved in, and the Alhambra became a royal palace under the
ownership of the Spanish crown. You might be interested to know that it was at the
Alhambra that Christopher Columbus pitched his plans for an expedition to the Americas
to the Spanish monarchs. In the 16" century, parts of the Alhambra were demolished and
redesigned to accommodate the tastes of King Charles V, who wished to use the palace
as his royal residence. After this, the building began a period of decline, with the Spanish
state spending little on the palace's upkeep. Worse damage occurred during the
Napoleonic Wars. Between the years 1810 and 1812, the Alhambra was occupied by
Napoleon's forces, and unfortunately the French troops cared little for the historical
significance of the building and only seemed to appreciate its military worth as a fortified
position overlooking a significant Spanish city. When the French troops withdrew from
Granada, they attempted to blow up the Alhambra to prevent it from being used as a
fortification. They actually managed to blow up eight towers inside the complex before the
fuses on the remaining set of explosives were cut by a Spanish soldier named Jose



Garcia. There is a plaque erected on a wall near one of the entrances to the Alhambra
commemorating Jose's actions. The plaque states that, and | quote “Jose Garcia, at risk of
losing his life, saved from ruin the palaces and towers of the Alhambra” end quote. So hats
off to Jose Garcia.

The Alhambra's slow comeback was led mostly by Spanish and European literary figures
who romanticised the still beautiful ruins of the palace. In the year 1830 the American
writer Washington Irving lived in Granada and, while working on a historical narrative of the
conquest of Granada, produced a work entitled “Tales of the Alhambra”. This introduced
the Alhambra to Western, particularly American, audiences and may have provided an
incentive for the building to be renovated to preserve it for future generations and to attract
tourists. In the year 1870, the Alhambra was declared a national monument of Spain and
was allocated a budget for its conservation and restoration. In the century and a half which
has followed the Alhambra has been properly revered and cared for and, as we've
mentioned, is now a UNESCO World Heritage site and one of the most popular tourist
attractions in Spain.

So, good on the Muslim rulers of Granada, in particular Muhammad V, for creating such a
masterpiece, good on Jose Garcia for preventing it from being blown up, and good on
successive Spanish governments for taking care of this incredible building. Join me next
time as we return to the narrative, with England attempting to seize the crown of Castile.
Until next time, bye for now.

This podcast is powered by Patreon. If you can spare $1 per month and would like to
support this podcast, go to patreon.com and search for “History of the Crusades”, or go to
our website, crusadespod.com, and click on the Patreon link. Your $1 contribution will
mean you get access to an extra episode every fortnight on topics related to the Crusades,
and it means that you are powering the History of the Crusades podcast. Thank you to all
who have signed up so far.
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