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Introduction

We could choose any moment just before a football match featuring Spain’s national team but let us start with the 2010 World Cup final at the Soccer City stadium in Johannesburg, South Africa. The game will end in victory thanks to an extra-time goal by Andrés Iniesta, provoking an outpouring of national jubilation and pride. La Roja – The Reds – were the champions of the world. In soccer-mad Spain, there was euphoria.

Before the match started, however, television viewers around the world were puzzled. When the national anthems were played, the Netherlands players shouted out the words to The Wilhelmus, which is said to date back to 1572 and commemorates William of Orange, the leader of the Dutch revolt against Spanish rule. They sang about their country’s ‘guiltless blood’, ‘faithful warriors’ and ‘steadfast hearts’. In contrast, Iniesta, Xavi, Puyol and the Spanish squad merely hummed. Their national anthem has no words. Why is this? Because Spaniards disagree so profoundly about their own history that they dare not put words to it. They cannot conjure up that treacly mixture of geography, history, folklore and bombast that is the essence of such anthems. National pride cannot be put to words.

Spain has no ‘national story’ that it can celebrate in comfort. That makes it almost unique. Other nations build narratives based on history, myth and saccharine sentimentality. Some, like Germany, add historical guilt, or responsibility. These narratives are rarely factually honest but channel a people’s emotional attachment to nation. At its best, this creates community. At its worst, it causes war.
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Andrés Iniesta scores the winning goal for Spain in the 2010 World Cup football tournament in South Africa. Spaniards were proud, though disagreements over history meant they had no words for their national anthem.

Cameron Spencer/Getty Images.



Either way, such stories eventually form part of history itself, since the way people see themselves shapes their actions. Ardent Spanish nationalists claim they inhabit the ‘oldest nation on earth’. That is wrong, but there is no doubt that Spain has existed more or less in its current geographical format for longer than most countries. So why the difficulty with a national narrative? This short history argues that disagreement about the past is, in itself, part of that narrative. Spain, in other words, has struggled constantly to fuse together a fractured soul.

I am a British-born, recently nationalized ‘new’ Spaniard, still imbued with a convert’s enthusiasm (rather like the conversos to Christianity who appear later in this book), but this is not an attempt to supply Spain’s missing national story. I will, however, challenge simple stereotypes (including some beloved by Spaniards themselves) about a people deemed passionate, hot-tempered, party-loving, lazy, Quixotic or violent – except where those views have helped to shape history itself.

The Iberian Peninsula – which Spain shares with Portugal – stands on three of Europe’s most significant geographical frontiers. Two of these are clear on any atlas: the first separates the Mediterranean from the Atlantic; and the second divides Europe from Africa. The third frontier is only revealed when we draw onto our atlas the circular winds and currents of the Atlantic Ocean. Where Romans saw the world’s western edge at Finisterre on Spain’s north-western Atlantic coast, those winds and currents actually link Europe to the American continent. That is how Christopher Columbus ‘discovered’ the Americas and could return to explain what he had done. It is also why Spain (or, rather, Castile – the most powerful of the kingdoms that eventually formed a single country) conquered so much of it, creating the world’s first global empire in the sixteenth century.

Spain’s position on Europe’s south-western corner, then, exposes it to cultural, political and actual winds from all quadrants. Africa is a mere nine miles away to the south across the Strait of Gibraltar, clearly visible from the wind-surfing beaches of Tarifa. The Mediterranean – a vast and ancient community of its own – connects it to the cultures of Phoenicians, Greeks, Jews, Carthaginians and Romans as well as to the Arab and Muslim lands of the Near East or the Maghreb. In the north, the Pyrenees mountains anchor it to Western Europe. The Atlantic and Mediterranean coastal paths on either side of those mountains have allowed species, cultures, trade, trends and peoples to flow north and south.

Although Spanish history is full of attempts to resist ‘foreign’ influences or outright invasions, these often failed. Opposition gave way to assimilation. Romans, Visigoths, Christians, Muslim ‘Moors’ and Jews in Spain were frequently, in fact, neither invaders nor foreigners. They were native ‘Spaniards’ whose families became religious or cultural converts or had lived there for many generations.

Men from the Russian steppe were among the first to arrive from the north and the only ones to provoke genetic turmoil, since they mostly wiped out autochthonous males between 2500 and 2000 BC. Berber Muslims invaded almost the entire country in the eighth century AD. Sun-seeking twentieth-century European tourists in their cars, planes and caravans became another sort of invader, bringing change to Spain’s culture, social mores and politics. Migrants from Latin America added another twist to the story at the beginning of the twenty-first century, reversing a centuries-old trend in the opposite direction.

Spain is both a cornerstone of Europe and one of its great pivots. At times, like a weathercock, the direction it takes is dictated by external forces. Storms blow in (Romans, Visigoths, Christianity, Islam, Habsburg monarchs, American silver, Bonaparte’s armies, bikini-clad tourists), and Spain changes. At other times, it grasps the mechanism that controls the swivel to shape not just its own political and cultural destiny, but that of Europe or other parts of the world.

Its translators’ school in Toledo fuelled a return to intellectual and scientific thought after the fallow years of the early Middle Ages by bringing Greek learning (with Indian, Persian and Arab improvements) back to Europe. Columbus and the conquistadors who followed him not only brought often lethal change to the peoples of the American continent but also began one of the most remarkable interchanges of plant and animal species (and deadly diseases, whether sexually transmitted or not) the world has ever seen. Spain exported the modern novel, ‘invented’ by Cervantes, and did much to spread formal education, especially of elites, through the work of the Jesuits. Less gloriously, it also expelled the Sephardic Jews and, later, its home-grown Muslims – while pursuing Christians for the slightest hint of unorthodoxy. The first African slave to reach the Americas travelled on a Spanish boat, and many of the last were shipped by Spaniards to their colony in Cuba.

Just as geography placed Spain at a global crossroads, so it also, paradoxically, turned it into a fortress. The Iberian Peninsula is a massive, towering block of rock bolted to Europe’s south-west corner. It would be Western Europe’s largest country if Portugal did not also occupy one-sixth of it. Spain is Europe’s second-highest country, after only Alpine Switzerland (and, on average, almost twice as high as France or Germany). Most of it sits on the vast, high tableland known as the meseta. This is surrounded by often narrow strips of low-lying coastland onto which much of Spain’s population is now squeezed. Today, only two of Spain’s ten largest cities – Madrid and Zaragoza – are not on these coastal flatlands, and more than half of Spaniards live in seaside provinces (including the Canary and Balearic Islands).

The change between gentle coastland and rugged interior is so abrupt in places that mainland Spain’s highest peak, the Mulhacén of the Sierra Nevada, lies just 35 kilometres from the southern coast, while the northern Picos de Europa loom above the Cantabrian Sea, reaching a peak just 25 kilometres inland. The meseta is cut up by deep river valleys and long, impenetrable mountain ranges that the nineteenth-century British traveller Richard Ford called ‘moats and walls’. Until these obstacles were bridged or bored through in the twentieth century, they kept Spaniards separate and distinct from one another. From north-west Galicia, for several centuries, communication with Cuba was more fluid than with, say, its desert-like opposite corner of Spain at Almería. This tension, between the many, inward-looking ‘little Spains’ of a harsh interior with a continental climate of short, blistering summers separated by long, freezing winters and the globally connected, temperate coasts (as well as the valleys leading down to them) has done much to shape Spain’s history. The cultural and political waves that crash onto its shores often take a long time to penetrate its rock-like interior.


[image: img3.jpg]

The Mulhacén in the Sierra Nevada near Granada is, at 11,414 foot, the highest peak on mainland Spain, with views across the Mediterranean to Africa. Spain’s rugged, impenetrable terrain has shaped its history.

MiguelMPhotography/Shutterstock.



The early twentieth-century Spanish philosopher Miguel de Unamuno was right when he declared that ‘the Castilian soul was great when it exposed us to the four winds and spread throughout the world’, but that this withered whenever the windows were slammed shut to keep out those same winds. A continuous process of cultural mixing has provided moments of hybrid vigour that reveal themselves in everything from architecture, art and agriculture to philosophy or flamenco music. At other times when Spain has denied its cross-cultural personality, it has required a monstrous effort (the Inquisition, say, or mass expulsion of Jews and Muslims, or Francoist dictatorship and autarky) to fashion a ‘pure’ national identity. At such times, Spain’s self-myths of national resilience in the face of foreign aggression based on envy are dusted off and presented as unassailable truths. This always, in the end, fails – just as attempts to homogenize Spain’s internal identities and languages (of Catalans, say, or Basques) are doomed to disaster. This tension, between the idea of Spain as a single, pure and homogeneous entity that can only be corrupted by the outside world and of a place of many identities continually refreshed by Unamuno’s four winds, has never been resolved. It has, in fact, often been one of the driving forces of its history. Hence the lack of a national narrative, or an anthem.

These themes will reappear constantly though the coming pages. Let us, however, leave facts for later and start with myth. The history of a country depends also on how its own people have imagined it. Spain is no exception.
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The mythical figure of Hercules has long been associated with Iberia, where he carried out some of his legendary twelve labours. Julius Caesar wept when he visited the now disappeared Temple of Hercules in Cádiz. The Romans also named the lighthouse they built at La Coruña in the first century the Tower of Hercules.

saiko3p/Shutterstock.
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Uncle Hercules and the Pit of Bones

The wife-killer and child-murderer known to the Romans as Hercules purged his considerable sins with twelve, famously harsh tasks. Some of these, the original Greek mythology says, were performed in the ‘far West’, at the edge of the known world. Since what we now call the Atlantic Ocean formed that world’s western boundary, this was later identified as Spain, or Iberia – Europe’s bulging south-western peninsula, which is shared with Portugal. On one of these trips, Hercules (or Heracles, as the Greeks called him) was frustrated to find a pair of mountains barring his way. Because he was so strong, he pushed them aside, accidentally connecting the Mediterranean to the Atlantic and creating the Strait of Gibraltar. The twin Pillars of Hercules, by this reckoning, are the Rock of Gibraltar and, opposite it, the Moroccan mountain of Jebel Musa. Beyond them and over the horizon to the west lay Atlantis, or so Plato said, while Renaissance writers claimed the pillars also bore a warning sign that read ‘Non Plus Ultra’, or ‘There is nothing beyond this’.

Hercules’ connection to Spain was elaborated on over centuries, as writers sought a national narrative stretching back to the foundational myths of western civilization. According to early versions, a nephew called Hispano travelled with him, and since the inhabitants of Iberia were an unruly rabble, Hercules made him their king, thereby founding a country. Today’s ‘Hispanics’ owe their ethnic label to the nephew or, rather, to the inventors of these stories. Spain itself derives from his name, which some wrote as ‘Espan’ – just a tilde accent mark and a vowel away from ‘España’.

In the Middle Ages, Spanish monarchs (or their chroniclers) liked to claim descent from Hercules (and, hence, from his father, Zeus – known as Jupiter to the Romans). The legendary strongman was later deemed to have sown Spain with monuments and cities – from the great Mediterranean port city of Barcelona to the vast stone aqueduct at Segovia, the ancient lighthouse at La Coruña and, even, the university in Salamanca. Today, his columns decorate the Spanish flag and La Roja’s shirt. They were once also incorporated onto Spain’s colonial silver piece of eight (or ‘Spanish dollar’). One column allegedly remains in the centre of the US dollar’s ‘$’ symbol (previously a ‘[image: img5.jpg]’, with two vertical columns) since this was originally modelled on the widely used Spanish coin, which remained legal tender in the United States until 1857.

The Herculean myth tells us much about Spain, or how it has viewed itself. Here is a remote corner of Europe (in Greek and Roman times) that borders the scary unknown but which was endowed by the ancients with their (and Europe’s) civilization. That has often invited another question. Was Spain always an active, contributing part of that civilization or was it an untamed borderland – Europe’s wild west? Even today, in other terms and with little basis, Spaniards ponder this question during moments of introspective glumness, while being immensely offended
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