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CHAPTER 4

Visual Traits of Otherness: Figurative 
Resources Used in the Depiction of Muslims 

in Mediterranean Romanesque Sculpture

Inés Monteira

The earliest images of Muslims recorded in Christian art in the West 
appear in the tenth century in the illuminated manuscripts known as 
Beatus, which are copies of the Commentary on the Apocalypse written by 
Beatus of Liébana. One of the most recognizable is the famous Islamic 
rider of the Girona Beatus (975, fol. 134v., Museu de la Catedral de 
Girona, no. inv. 7), studied by O. K. Werckmeister (1997, p. 10–16). The 
rider’s dress, turban, and short stirrups are the same as those worn in al- 
Andalus in the tenth century and, as such, are reflected in caliphal art. 
Here the image takes on a negative connotation because it is almost iden-
tical to that of Herod in the same manuscript.1 This codex was illuminated 

1 Herod appears in fol. 15v. Although Werckmeister’s thesis has raised doubts about some 
concrete aspects such as the positive interpretation of the serpent, his work offers very solid 
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in the monastery of San Salvador de Tábara (Zamora) by Christian monks 
who had fled from al-Andalus, which explains the polemical context of 
confrontation that is seen in this illustration as a reflection of the ideologi-
cal climate surrounding them.

Nevertheless, the allusions to Islam in the Beatus manuscripts are, for 
the most part, indirect. A good example of this is the illustration of 
Belshazzar’s Feast in Morgan Beatus (fol. 202v, The Pierpont Morgan 
Library, New York, MS 644), dating from the second-third of the tenth 
century, which has been studied by Williams and Dodds. The banquet 
scene is framed by a horseshoe arch with alternating red and white vous-
soirs like those in the Great Mosque of Cordoba. Thus, the comparison 
between ancient Babylonia and the Umayyad capital endows the biblical 
account with a contemporary political meaning (Williams 1980, p. 212–27; 
Dodds 1993, p. 33–34).

Other studies have uncovered references to Muslim power in that 
period, particularly in depictions of the Antichrist or the Apocalyptic 
Beast, in addition to several negative figures in the Old Testament 
(Sepúlveda 1979, p. 139–53; Stierlin 1983, p. 157; Dodds 1993, p. 27–37, 
Werckmeister 1997, p. 101–06; Williams 2004, p. 297–304; Franco 2007, 
p. 139–50). In this sense, the setting of certain scenes in the world of 
Muslim al-Andalus offers an updated reading of the biblical passages.2 We 
also find the interpretation of the present as the fulfillment of the biblical 
prophecies in Spanish chronicles and other Latin texts of the period. In 
these works the Islamic conquest of Iberia is identified with the material-
ization of the apocalyptic signs, the Muslims are compared to the enemies 
of the Hebrews in the Old Testament and Muḥammad is the equivalent of 
the Antichrist (Flori 2007; Daniel 1993, p. 106–12).

Romanesque sculpture also contains a few metaphorical allusions to 
Muslims in the guise of biblical figures. This is the case of the famous 
image of Ismael with a turban in the Lamb tympanum of San Isidoro in 
León, so brilliantly analysed by John Williams as a reference to Islamic 

arguments for the identification of this rider as an image of the Muslim “enemy” and, as 
such, his argument has been widely accepted by historians.

2 An emblematic example is the depiction of the Whore of Babylon in various Beatus, 
where the female figure is seated cross-legged on a cushion and holds a cup similar to the way 
the caliph is represented in Andalusi art. Sometimes explicit details are added, such as the 
crescent moon on the crown of the figure, as in the Beatus of Fernando I, fol. 224v. See 
Sepúlveda (1979, p.140).
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power in the peninsula at the beginning of the twelfth century (Williams 
1977, p. 3–14).

We also find examples in Romanesque sculpture of specific images of 
Muslims which are unrelated to biblical parables. The rise of a profane 
iconography and scenes of combat in particular, enable us to state that it 
is in the twelfth century when the image of the Muslim takes on a more 
specific role in Western Christian art. The explanation for this icono-
graphic phenomenon lies in the political context of the moment. In the 
second half of the eleventh century the popes began to promote the occu-
pation of Islamic territory in the Iberian Peninsula and the Holy Land, 
and in order to do so, they developed an ideology of a holy war (Flori 
2003; García-Fiz 2002). These military campaigns were perceived as acts 
of spiritual transcendence and, as such, their appearance was justified in 
the decoration of the temple. Even though several studies exist on the 
depiction of the Muslim in Romanesque sculpture, this field is open for 
further exploration and entails certain difficulties because of the symbolic 
nature of many of its representations (Lejeune and Stiennon 1971; Seidel 
1981; Strickland 2003; Monteira 2012a). The Romanesque image cannot 
be read in a literal sense due to the fact that many of its forms are graphic 
transpositions of moral values and the transcendental messages they wish 
to convey. Because these figures of monsters and beasts often symbolize 
human vices, their animalization and deformation constitute artistic ways 
of expressing moral degradation in visual terms (Wirth 1999, p. 366). The 
metaphorical meaning of these images often hinders the identification of 
scenes and characters, particularly when they do not illustrate biblical pas-
sages. Moreover, the frequent deterioration of the stone makes the reliefs 
even more illegible.

In order to compensate for these limitations and progress in our inter-
pretation of Romanesque art, it would be useful to analyse the representa-
tive guidelines that are repeated in different scenes. This procedure has 
enabled art historians to decipher the meaning of specific figurative 
resources. In this regard, some works on gestures in the art of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries have been very useful. Studies by Garnier and 
Schmitt start from the analysis of a significant number of images to deduce, 
for example, that the unstable attitude of the figures and their excessive 
gesticulation denote fiercely negative and demonic temperaments (Garnier 
1982, p. 120–22; Schmitt 1990, p. 128–40). These same procedures can 
also be applied to images of Muslims.

4 VISUAL TRAITS OF OTHERNESS: FIGURATIVE RESOURCES… 
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In this study, we have brought together several examples of twelfth- 
century sculpture in France, Italy and Spain in which iconographic and 
compositional procedures in common are used to depict Muslims. This 
will enable us, on the one hand, to try to decipher the meaning of these 
iconographic solutions and, on the other hand, to further our knowledge 
of the representation of religious otherness in the art of Mediterranean 
Christendom in the central centuries of the Middle Ages.

In the façade of the church at Oloron-Sainte-Marie (French Pyrenees), 
we find two figures of “Saracen” captives chained together in the trumeau 
and holding the weight of the church on their shoulders like classical Atlas. 
These figures, dating between 1115 and 1135, wear short tunics with a 
pearled fringe bordering the edge of their skirts. Their heads are covered 
with striped turbans and they wear slightly pointed sandals, in keeping 
with the typical costume of Muslims of that period (Arié 1990, p. 91–120). 
They are joined at the waist and ankles by chains, while their bulging eyes 
and open mouths have been mutilated by human hands. Ruth Bartal has 
shown that they represent the defeated Muslim enemy, bent under the 
weight of the religious edifice and symbolically subjugated to the power of 
the faith (Bartal 1987, p. 103).

Sénac pointed out that these captives commemorate the success of the 
First Crusade, and, more specifically, the participation of Gaston IV, 
Viscount of Béarn, who was a patron of this church (Sénac 2000, 
p. 65–66). The Viscount was also involved in the Christian conquest of 
Saragossa a few years before the erection of this portal, in 1118. The mili-
tary defeat of the Muslims was interpreted in religious terms as a sign of 
the superiority of Christianity, an idea that coincides perfectly with the 
image of the captives crushed under the weight of the temple.

Another figure in this portal also attracts our attention. Located on the 
upper right side is a figure of a victorious knight whose horse’s hooves are 
trampling on a small gesticulating figure (see Fig. 4.1). The motif of the 
victorious rider is widespread in the French and Spanish Romanesque and 
has been interpreted in various ways by historians. Some have seen this 
figure as Constantine triumphant over the pagans, others as Charlemagne 
over the Muslims, and still others as a crusader, depending on the context 
(see Monteira 2012b). The interpretation of this motif in Spanish 
Romanesque art has also been linked with the figure of St. James as 
Moorslayer or, more generally, as an image of the miles Christi triumphing 
over Islam (Ruiz Maldonado 1986). In the specific case of the knight at 
Oloron-Sainte-Marie, it is probably a direct reference to victory over 
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contemporary Muslims and, as such, it reinforces the message of the 
trumeau of the portal. The beard and gesture of the defeated figure, whose 
tongue is hanging out, are typical traits of the Sarracens in the art of this 
period, although not exclusive to them. In this case, however, it is the 
interpretive context that leads us to the identification.

A few representations of a figure dominated by a victorious knight are 
clearly recognizable as Muslim. This is the case of a relief in the cloister of 
the cathedral of Tudela (Navarra, Spain), where the cross on the knight’s 
shield and the turban of the defeated figure leave no doubt as to its mean-
ing (see Fig. 4.2). Most of the time, however, the enemy does not have 
any identifying attributes, and the rider can be interpreted in a generic 
sense in relation to the chivalrous ideals of the world of feudalism.3

Although the image of the victorious knight is less frequent in Italian 
Romanesque art, there are a few examples of the visual procedure of 

3 The example from Tudela has been identified as St. George on top of a Muslim or Sancho 
VII at the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212.

Fig. 4.1 Victorious knight over a defeated Muslim, West portal of Sainte Marie 
Cathedral, Oloron-Sainte-Marie, Pyrenées Atlantiques, France, ca. 1115–1135. 
Photo: Inés Monteira

4 VISUAL TRAITS OF OTHERNESS: FIGURATIVE RESOURCES… 
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placing one figure under another to symbolize the defeat of Islam. This 
can be seen in the famous Throne of Elia in the basilica of St. Nicholas in 
Bari, dating from 1098. The throne was commissioned by Pope Urban II, 
himself, when he came to Bari for a synod. Among the topics discussed 
was the First Crusade that was taking place at that time and had become a 
major project for this pope (Nees 1999, p. 773–82). The bishop’s throne 
is held up by three slaves similar to the atlantes at Oloron-Sainte-Marie. 
Although each figure is different, the one in the middle stands out because 
he wears a short skirt or caftan reminiscent of those worn by the captives 
in Oloron’s church in addition to shoes with pointed tips and a short cane 
or staff. A detailed study of the physiognomy of these figures by André 
Grabar concluded that they were North African slaves flanking a person of 
a higher rank, identified by his dress as an Arab or Seljuq Turk (Grabar 
1954, p. 12). Although Grabar did not go into detail about the ideologi-
cal implications of this iconography, other scholars have interpreted the 
throne within the context of Christian reaffirmation after the conquest of 

Fig. 4.2 Victorious knight defeating a Muslim. Museo de Tudela, cloister of the 
cathedral of Tudela, Navarra, beginning of the thirteenth century. Photo: Inés 
Monteira
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Jerusalem by the crusaders in 1099, given that some of the expeditions 
sailed from the port of Bari (Verzár 1986, p. 290).

The presence of Muslim atlantes on the Bari Throne is not unique in 
southern Italian Romanesque art. At least one of the bearers underneath 
the tomb of Roger II of Sicily (d. 1154), in Palermo cathedral, appears to 
wear a turban and all of them wear short tunics. The sense of triumph over 
Islam that can be deduced from this figure is consistent with other works 
done for this Norman ruler such as his famous silk mantle.4

Both the defeated figures under the hoofs of the victorious knights and 
the Muslim atlantes of Oloron, Bari, and Palermo correspond to the same 
compositional pattern: a vertical type that transmits notions of inferiority, 
defeat, and submission by placing one figure under the weight of another 
which, in turn, embodies the idea of triumph or victory. This very old and 
universal representational scheme appears in the ancient art of the Middle 
East and is perpetuated in Imperial Rome.5

In the Christian world, the same compositional model has traditionally 
served to allude to the triumph of good over evil, as in the images of St. 
Michael and the devil and the Virgin and the serpent (Garnier 1982, p. 84, 
85, 111). This representational procedure we have termed the principle of 
verticality has been widely applied throughout Christian iconography, and 
among its many contexts, it was successful in symbolically depicting the 
victory of Christianity over Islam. This is confirmed by the subsequent 
diffusion of the image of St. James the Moorslayer (Santiago Matamoros), 
which is directly governed by the principle of verticality. Although this 
iconography did not become completely defined until the fourteenth cen-
tury, it is in debt to the depiction of the victorious Romanesque knight 
(Cabrillana 1999, p. 213).

The principle of verticality, then, is a compositional device of a general-
ized nature that transmits very effectively in visual terms the idea of a mili-
tary and spiritual triumph over an enemy. In no way, however, does it 
serve as an indicator in itself of the existence of a message related to 

4 In which his conquests are symbolized by the figures of two lions trampling on several 
camels. The Mantle of Roger II, now in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, was done 
between 1133 and 1134 in Palermo. See Ettinghausen and Harner (1964, p. 116–71).

5 A good example can be found in Sassanid rock shelter art in the Valley of Naqw-i Rustan 
(Iran), where there is a relief of the Persian king Bahram II mounted on top of an enemy 
(before 293 CE). This iconography is usual in Roman art. At one time, the equestrian statue 
of Marcus Aurelius (153  CE) had a figure of the enemy beneath the horse; Musei 
Capitolini, Rome.

4 VISUAL TRAITS OF OTHERNESS: FIGURATIVE RESOURCES… 
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religious otherness. In the cases we have mentioned, it is the distinctive 
traits of the defeated figures themselves that allow us to identify them. 
These traits are mainly of two types: dress and physical characteristics. The 
short tunic or caftan, the turban or striped headdress, and the pointed slip-
pers are some of the components typical of Andalusi, North African, and 
Near Eastern Islamic dress in the examples we have mentioned. In addi-
tion, facial features also make up an essential aspect of these identifica-
tions. As we have seen in the Bari Throne, André Grabar identified the two 
half-naked slaves as Africans, and more specifically as Ethiopians, particu-
larly the one on the right, because of his curly hair arranged in ringlets 
(Grabar 1954, p. 12). Their broad nose and thick lips also identify them 
as Muslims coinciding, to a certain extent, with the ethnic type proper to 
North Africa and the Near East (Dorin 2008, p. 42–43).

The wide nose and thick lips are typical of the Muslims in illustrations 
of several early medieval French manuscripts, as well as the dark colour of 
their skin (Reynaud 1990, p. 151–53). These same traits are also taken up 
in written sources. In fact, in the epic poems, Muslims are described in the 
same way as sub-Saharan Blacks without differentiating between them. 
The black colour of their skin is a characteristic proper to some “Saracens” 
such as Abîme (Abyss) in the Chanson de Roland (end of the eleventh 
century), Fernagu in Floovant (twelfth century), Berruier in Otinel (twelfth 
century), Maubrun in Fierabras (ca. 1170), and Nabor in L’Entrée 
d’Espagne (beginning of the fourteenth century), where their skin is 
described in a series of comparisons as “blacker than pepper sauce,” 
“blacker than ink,” or “blacker than a raven.”6 In all probability, these 
works of oral transmission reflect the popular perception of Muslims, who 
are frequently categorized as Blacks. In the Spanish epic poem Poema de 
Fernán González (ca. 1255), the soldiers of Almanzor are compared to 
Satan because they are ugly, dirty, and black as coal.7

The majority of the images of Blacks that appear in Romanesque art on 
the exterior corbels of churches can be found in Spain. These Black heads 

6 In La Chanson d’Aspremont a contingent of Turks has skin “blacker than ink” (1970, vv. 
9806–9811, p. 118) and Fierebras (1966, v. 3085). Abîme in La Chanson de Roland (2003, 
v. 1634, p. 175); Ferragu in Floovant (1966, v. 390, p. 13); Berruier in Otinel (1966, vv. 
926–927, p. 36) and Nabor in L’Entrée d’Espagne (1888, v. 7293, vol. 1, p. 266). It is also 
significant that in some epic poems the Christians pass for Muslims by painting their skin 
black; see Bancourt (1982, vol. 1, p. 68–69).

7 “Mas feos que Satan con todo su convento, / quando sal del infyerno suzio e 
carv[o]niento”; Poema de Fernán González (1973), xvi, p. 73.
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often appear characterized by gestures and combine all the traits associ-
ated with Africans: a broad nose, thick lips, and curly hair (See Monteira 
2009). Undoubtedly, the polychromy that covered a considerable part of 
Romanesque sculpture of the time served to make these Black heads stand 
out and be more recognizable in the eyes of the faithful.

In Jean Devisse’s encyclopaedic study of the image of Blacks in Western 
art, he points out the fact that Spanish art provides us with the earliest 
medieval images of Black Africans due to its contact with al-Andalus 
(Devisse 1979, p.  86–87). In addition to the increasing presence of 
Muslims of Black origin in the Iberian Peninsula in the eleventh century, 
the Andalusi armies fighting against the Christians enlarged their ranks 
with sub-Saharan slaves, who were much prized as warriors (García-Fitz 
2002, p. 89). The propagation of heads of Blacks with very realistic fea-
tures in the corbels of Romanesque churches testifies to the astonishment 
and curiosity that the presence of Blacks must have caused in the peoples 
of Northern Spain.

It has been pointed out that the rejection of Blacks in Western Europe 
was even greater than that of Muslims (Sachs 1969, p. 891). In the thir-
teenth century, however, the image of the Black begins to separate itself 
from that of Muslims in Spanish art. Now dark skin can also be associated 
with gentiles, in a broader sense of the word, with certain types of converts 
and, of course, with the devil (Patton 2016, p. 213–38). On the other 
hand, when the colour black is mentioned in relation to Muslims, it is 
interpreted as a defect, a sign of its crimes and moral perversion.8 Thus, 
the insistence on the blackness of the skin of the “Saracens” is a mecha-
nism of demonization that reinforces their evil nature (Bancourt 1982, 
p. 69–71).

Collective mental representations do not always coincide with reality. 
We know that the majority of the Muslims of al-Andalus were local inhab-
itants converted to Islam. Some Andalusi rulers were blonde, and there 
were many Slavic slaves in the service of the Islamic courts of the West 
(Ajello 1995, p. 257–68). Many Spanish Christians of the time were prob-
ably aware of this ethnic plurality among their southern neighbours. The 
image of the Muslim with the features of a Black in Romanesque sculpture 

8 The black colour is listed among the defects of the Saracens, as it is an indication of dis-
loyalty, perversity, and a lack of faith. This can be seen in the description of Âbime in the 
Chanson de Roland, whose black skin is mentioned in a litany of defects (2003, vv. 
1473–1476; vv. 1634–1639, p. 175).

4 VISUAL TRAITS OF OTHERNESS: FIGURATIVE RESOURCES… 
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would correspond, therefore, to a wilful intent to purposely accent the 
physical differences between Christians and Muslims. Thus, we are dealing 
with an ideological construct that sought to display the Muslim as the 
other in visual terms and clothe his image in negative connotations.

Those African Blacks who arrived in the peninsula in the twelfth cen-
tury were even more rejected than the rest of the Andalusis, for they made 
up an otherness that was not only religious but also ethnic, cultural—more 
so than the native Muslims—and, in many cases, social, because of their 
condition as slaves. The pejorative nature of Black heads in the Spanish 
Romanesque is particularly evident in the church at Moarves de Ojeda 
(Palencia), whose façade contains a head with curly hair and Black fea-
tures, in addition to the ears of a rabbit or donkey (Monteira 2012a, 
p. 482). This image goes one step further in the demonization of the fig-
ure of the Black by means of animalization. Here the coexistence of Black 
and beastly traits admits an absolute notion of otherness that, on a con-
ceptual plane, resulting in “expelling” the figure not only from the 
Christian community (for the colour of its skin) but also from the human 
species (for its animalism).

The assimilation of the Black to the Muslim in Romanesque art and in 
epic literature corresponded to a mechanism of construction of the image 
of the Muslim based on his characterization as different, as otherness. 
With it, the artist sought to depict the most negative idea of his religious 
rival, the one that was most irreconcilable with Christianity. Anthropologists 
have identified this tendency to accentuate their differences with outsid-
ers—even when they are not so notorious—as typical of Western societies. 
Moreover, there is also a propensity to minimize variations within the 
group with which they identify (Van Dijk 2003, p. 46). It is significant 
that Muslims who convert to Christianity in the epic poems are usually 
white and blonde, or their skin becomes miraculously whitened when they 
are baptized (Bancourt 1982, p. 56–58; Strickland 2003, p. 167). On the 
other hand, it is interesting to observe that the Christian ideal of beauty 
conforms to opposing parameters of the other: thin lips and white skin are 
synonymous with beauty in the Hispanic world of the time (Averkorn 
2000, p. 27–44; Monteira 2012a, 483–84).

Muslims are also characterized by their black skin in panel painting and 
late Romanesque frescos (thirteenth century).9 From these evidences we 

9 A significant example is the Saracen giant Ysoré, who is shown with dark skin and fea-
tures, fighting against William of Orange in the thirteenth-century frescos at Tour Ferrande 
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can deduce that the loss of polychromy in the reliefs has, with the passage 
of time, deprived us of valuable information that would have enabled us to 
identify other figures marked by the dark colour of their skin.

But the Muslim is not always depicted in Romanesque sculpture with 
traits that denote his negative character or his defeat. In a capital in the 
outer window of Santa María del Rivero in San Esteban de Gormaz 
(Soria), there is an interesting horseman who is riding side-saddle and is 
led by a vassal (see Fig. 4.3). His caftan with wide sleeves and voluminous 
turban clearly identify him as a Muslim, while the parallel lines of his cos-
tume seem to evoke richly embroidered cloth. The stern expression on his 
face is similar to that of two other figures with identical dress but without 
horses on a nearby capital. The way he is seated on his horse and guided 
by a servant seems to indicate his high military or political rank; and his 

(Curzi 2007, p. 432–47). Another outstanding example is the Viga de la Pasión (Passion 
Beam), in which Christ’s executioners appear as Black Muslims with their typical turbans 
ending in two parts; Museo Nacional de Arte de Cataluña (ca. 1200), inv. 015833.000.

Fig. 4.3 Muslim rider, capital in a north outer window of Santa María del Rivero 
in San Esteban de Gormaz (Soria). Beginning of the twelfth century. Photo: Inés 
Monteira
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majestic demeanor, without strident gestures, is in keeping with positive 
values within Romanesque sculpture (Garnier 1982, p. 121). The promi-
nent belt or girdle on his caftan, with a kind of knot in the centre, is a 
further indication of his importance. The belt symbolizing power is associ-
ated with the depictions of rulers in Asiatic cultures and, in turn, inherited 
by Eastern Islam (Roux 1995, p. 196).

A closer look at the central motif on the belt reveals a human head with 
similar characteristics to those of its bearer. This may be a trophy-head 
alluding to the widespread practice of exhibiting the heads of enemies 
defeated in battle. During this period, Muslims frequently exhibited and 
hung the heads of rivals or defeated Christians from the top of their walls 
(Fierro 2008, p.  137–64). The Christian Kingdoms also adopted this 
practice to the extent that they hung the mutilated heads of Muslims at 
the doors of their churches.10 In effect, San Esteban de Gormaz was 
Islamic until it was conquered definitively by the Christians in the middle 
of the eleventh century, after more than a century of bitterly fought bat-
tles. Construction of this church was begun shortly after the conquest at 
the end of the eleventh century and the presence of several figures with 
turbans on its capitals reflects this context of coexistence and conflict.

This equestrian figure might be interpreted as a brave Muslim leader 
who had probably triumphed over the Christians. In the epic poems we 
find references to Muslim generals who hung the heads of their vanquished 
enemies from their saddles as a sign of their great cruelty (Bancourt 1982, 
p. 178). Nevertheless, the absence of explicitly pejorative elements in this 
figure points to the sculptor’s wish to present him as a brave and fearsome 
adversary. In the Spanish and French chronicles of the time, however, it is 
more common to find references to Muslim cowardice, which is described 
as proverbial, in contrast to Christian valour (Barkai 1984, p.  158–59, 
243). But when it comes to narrating the battle itself, Muslim cowardice 
is transformed into ferocity and the enemy becomes a fearsome warrior, 
which makes the Christian victory an even greater triumph (Munro 1931, 
p. 329–43). This may be the possible meaning of the figure in Santa María 
del Rivero, where the will to show Muslim power refers back to those who 
had governed San Esteban de Gormaz in former times.

In the comparative analysis of the case studies presented here, we have 
tried to disseminate a few artistic procedures that may serve to aid in the 

10 As recorded in the Crónica del Emperador Alfonso VII (1997), Libro II, 71 (166), 72 
(167), 75 (170), 79 (174), p. 117–19.
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depiction of the Muslim in the twelfth century. We have shown how certain 
resources such as the principle of verticality are used in different places in 
Southern Romanesque art to symbolize the defeat of Islam and that Muslims 
are characterized by a few ethnic traits and a particular type of dress. The 
identification of these procedures can be very useful in developing some 
instruments of analysis that will enable us to delve deeper into the study of 
the visual construction of religious otherness in the twelfth century.

Many studies have already confirmed the existence of a few common 
iconographic keys in Romanesque art on a European scale. They have 
shown that both those who were responsible for the ideologies of the 
sculptural programs and the faithful who were recipients of those pro-
grams were familiar with them as well. This can be explained by the exis-
tence of so-called artists’ notebooks that enabled a few similar figurative 
themes to be spread throughout different regions under the close supervi-
sion of the Church (Stratford 2006, p. 7–20). At the same time, however, 
each example we have analysed is linked to the specific context of each 
building and its patrons. Moreover, the principle of verticality also had a 
more universal application because it represented the victory over evil and 
the devil as well as over certain collectives—not necessarily Muslim—that 
were condemned by ecclesiastic moral authority. Finally, the image of 
Blacks began to encompass a wider semantic spectrum beginning in the 
twelfth century, thanks to the missions undertaken by the mendicant 
orders and the knowledge of distant lands learned from travellers in the 
late Middle Ages.11 Although everything points to the fact that the Black 
in twelfth-century Western Christian art was assimilated into Islam, we 
should not overlook the fact that some of these images allude only to oth-
erness or to the devil. This is why the definition of the meaning of the figu-
rative procedures we have studied should not be taken too literally. It is 
always necessary to give priority to their immediate context in interpreting 
these works. Moreover, the characteristics of Muslims in Romanesque art 
are not necessarily applicable in later periods, given the changes in dress 
and European contact with other peoples.12

11 These figures do not necessarily represent an Islamic otherness. It is only in the fifteenth 
century, with the appearance of the Black king of the Three Wise Men, that we begin to see 
images of Blacks with the purpose of converting them to Christianity (Devisse 1979, part II, 
vol. 1, p. 161).

12 In the fifteenth century, for example, the turban became fashionable in several parts of 
Europe. Furthermore, travellers and expeditions to Africa, Asia, and later on, to the Americas, 
revealed the existence of a multitude of non-Christian peoples and ethnic groups who were 
also non-Muslim.
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On the other hand, examples like the ones in Santa María del Rivero 
(Gormaz) show the existence of other patterns applied to the image of the 
Muslim and evidence of a rich repertoire yet to be explored. This is due to 
the fact that the representation of religious otherness was not completely 
codified in the eleventh and twelfth centuries because it was still in its ini-
tial stages. We must wait until the late Gothic to see the visual stereotypes 
of Muslims fully defined, when the realistic nature of art made these forms 
more explicit (Strickland 2003). However, it is in the twelfth century 
when the image of the Muslim begins to take shape and divests itself, to a 
large extent, of biblical allusions and deals with contemporary reality.
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