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What’s in an ethnonym? Arabic-named 

Christians on the Frontier of Tenth-Century 

Spain 

1. Historical Background 

In the year 711, as many of you may know, Roderick, king of the 
Visigoths of Spain, was defeated by the Berber and Arab army of Tarīq ibn 
Zīyād, which began the process by which much of the Iberian peninsula 
would be a Muslim territory for the next seven centuries or so. If you know 
that much, however, you probably also know that not all of Iberia was taken 
over; along the north coast of Spain, the areas of Galicia, Asturias and 
Cantabria were brought under Muslim control only briefly, if at all. By 900 or 
so the legend was that a duke named Pelayo had revolted against the 
Muslims and led the Asturians against them, defeating a hugely superior 
Muslim force at the Battle of Covadonga. In Spanish popular history this story 
is as deeply rooted as the English one of King Alfred and the cakes, though it 
has rather better foundation.1 It was especially elaborated under Alfonso III, 
who like Alfred was a scholar-king who added a deal of territory to his crown 
that had never before been part of it. So much did he add that when his sons 
jointly deposed him in 910, they split his realms in three, the old core of 
Asturias, Galicia, and the new frontier kingdom of León, which is as far as I’m 
concerned where the story really starts.2 

2. The Charter Evidence 

After Alfonso’s reign we have an increasingly large body of charter 
material. These are not official documents as we now understand the term, 
but private records of transactions, court hearings and so forth, made for the 
beneficiaries.3 They are thus winner’s records, and cannot be taken as 
straightforward statements of what happened.4 They do, however, provide 
lists of persons who were associated in the transactions, as participants, 
witnesses and so on. To this extent they are a databank of personal 
connections. With the shift of power to León, moreover, the evidence 
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increases both in sheer amount of survival and in geographical coverage, as 
areas deep into the once-Muslim zones now became connected to the 
institutions that preserve our material. 

3. The Arabic Names and their Owners 

One of the most interesting things that come out of this extra visibility 
is a substantial body of persons with both Arabic and Christian names.5 A 
witness list from 923 gives the idea: “Recemirus qui et Abolfeta testis. December, 
filius de Abolfeta, testis. Abzulaman testis. Sisebutus testis. Abaiub de Sancto 
Marcello. Adulfus diaconus. Bazarius Vuiliefredi testis”.6 Here Gothic and Arab 
names stand next to each other in apparent equality. These people are not 
necessarily to be seen as Muslims, not least because many appear to have 
been in Christian holy orders.7 Some plied more humble professions, and 
most do not leave this kind of clue of themselves, but they seem to have been 
operating in a milieu where both Arabic and Christian names were 
acceptable.8 Where the scribes also identified these people’s parents, we find 
that they were as likely to bear Christian names given by an Arabic-named 
parent as vice versa.9 Families used names from both heritages in one 
generation: in a document from 932 we see four siblings giving land to a 
monastery whose names were Cristóbal, Maurota, Amar and Alían, of which 
the first is Christian but the other three Arabic.10 They could serve at court: a 
charter of King Ordoño II from 916, for example, was written by a deacon 
called Muhammad!11 There was no apparent stigma attached to these names 
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at this time. 

4. The Historiographical Debates 

This is somewhat at odds with the traditional view of Spanish 
medieval history, as distilled by Hollywood into the Charlton Heston film El 
Cid, in which the Spanish Middle Ages were a story of Muslim occupation 
and then glorious Reconquista.12 The Arabic-named population has therefore 
usually been seen as part of a supposedly substantial immigrant group, either 
fleeing Muslim rule in the south or resettled by Christian sweeps into 
occupied territory for people with whom to man its frontier. There are a host 
of problems with this which we don’t have time to explore,13 but one charter 
serves as an example of them, an unusually large gathering whose record was 
preserved by the monastery of Sahagún, south-east of León in the 
borderlands, in which the many witnesses were grouped by their respective 
villages. Many of these villages bore the names of their founders, suggesting 
recent establishment, but a quick examination shows that that does not 
determine the villages’ name-stock as we might assume. Those from villa de 
Graniera (las Grañeras) included the Arabic names Asea, Nazar, Aje and 
Halafe. Those from villa de Abomala, however, bore no hint of Arabic 
nomenclature. The last village on the list would seem to record settlers from 
the Muslim south, for it was called villa de Cordobeses, but though one of its 
witnesses was called Iuzife (ambiguous, but spelt as if Arabic by the scribe), 
the others were Ariulfo and Vidal. Another of the villages was however called 
villa de Asturianos, and its representatives had purely Occidental names.14 
Settlers of several sorts and from several directions therefore seem to be 
indicated, as well as some populations who need not have been settlers at 
all.15 
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5. The Nature of the Project 

These persons, edge cases in several ways, are therefore a fascinating 
way to tackle the question of what the expansion of control southwards into 
once-Muslim Spain actually entailed. As yet, however, they have only been 
studied from the point of view of linguistics and a full quantification of their 
presence in the evidence has only been made for the area around León 
proper.16 The project for which this paper is an advertisement therefore 
intends to record in a database the extent of this material over both time and 
space all along the Spanish frontier during the supposed era of Reconquista. 
This is a fairly huge undertaking, involving thousands of charters, and so the 
project waits until I have a base from which I can launch a funding bid, but in 
the meantime I have been putting together exploratory and exemplary studies 
that aim to construct models that help to explain who these people were and 
what we can hope to learn from studying them. The rest of this paper will 
demonstrate one paradigm of many that illustrates the complexity, and the 
interest, of the phenomena involved. 

One of the things that the spread of this project will show is the 
benefits of a macro-scale approach, but a micro-scale approach also has much 
to tell us, and each micro-scale case will more correctly nuance the greater 
picture. Here is one. The settlement of Villobera first appears in 935, in the 
first of a small cluster of documents from the monastery of Saints Cosmas and 
Damian de Aguilar, in which Arabic names feature strongly. These names are 
tabulated here. 

Document Date Arabic/non-
Arabic 

Details 

León 103 935 3/19 Neighbours Abbiscam and Mahomat, 
witness Corescey 

León 104 935 2/20 Neighbour Mahomat and witness 
Corascei, here identified as a priest 

León 105 935 3/23 Witnesses Coraisce, Abkal and Muza 

León 106 936 5/27 Transactors Abolcacem & Humar, 
neighbour Mahomat & witnesses Corasce 
presbiter & Muza 

León 113 936 4/14 Neighbour Mahomat, witnesses Coresce 
presbiter, Hauiue & Haze 

León 116 937 0/14  

León 132 939 2/13 Witnesses Coraisce presbiter & Abocalde 

León 135 939 3/16 Witnesses Abcalde, Coraisce presbiter & 
Muza; donor's wife's name never filled in 
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León 136 940 1/11 Neighbour in next village, Maruan 

León 275 954 1/32 Witness Abdella 

Table 1: the charters from Villobera and their Arabic-named participants 

These documents are all but one sales or exchanges to the monastery.17 
It appears therefore that we see the village largely because a certain group 
engaged in relations with the monastery. This group were not themselves 
Arabic-named, but they dealt with those who were, most especially the priest 
Coraisce, who was also connected to León.18 It seems, however, that when this 
group was not involved directly the Arabic-named did not appear, and it 
seems that Villobera’s citizens quickly stopped being concerned with the 
monastery through whose archives we know them. This disappearance is 
therefore not because of pressure from the centre smoothing out local culture, 
but because of that local culture’s own abstinence from dealing with the 
centre. 

The Arabic-named here, furthermore, do not appear themselves as 
transactors, suggesting that they were themselves disinterested in interaction 
with this new power in their area. It may be that these people were tenants of 
the leading family of the village, and thus it is not their own disinterest that 
kept them out of the record after their patrons left it, but the disinterest of 
those patrons.19 There is no way to distinguish the cases from the evidence 
that remains, but many other parallel cases which could be explored in future. 

6. Conclusions 

A detailed picture of these people will need all of these techniques of 
interpretation and whatever others can be devised. We may expect different 
levels of involvement, social stratification, immigrants and non-immigrants, 
and evidence that the Arabic name was as much a flag of convenience as a 
deeply-felt ethnic marker. All of these phenomena are however detectable 
and interpretable, and with the models that obvious cases allow us to build 
we can make suggestions about others. The picture that results will be a more 
varied, more human and, I think, more interesting one than the old ones of 
monolithic and ineradicable Spanishness or long Iberian continuity, of mass 
immigration by learned clerics and aggressive resettlements by vigorous 
kings. Instead, we will find evidence for individuals making choices, and see 
in a new range of ways the peculiar ingenuity of the social human being in his 
or her historical context. 
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