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Introduction to Part 4

Galicia in the Iberian Kingdoms
From Center to Periphery?

James D’Emilio

In my opening article, I suggested that “the strength and cohesiveness of local 
Galician society turned the Asturian caudillos into kings and, to contempo-
raries, made their kingdom the kingdom of Galicia.” When Galicia was incor-
porated into the Astur-Leonese kingdom in the eighth and ninth centuries, it 
was a densely populated region with powerful local elites, religious traditions 
that attracted Christian emigrants from Muslim Iberia and North Africa, and 
an infrastructure of communities and communications that sustained a diver-
sified economy. That was the legacy of pre-Roman settlement and Roman 
administration, the consolidation of the Suevic kingdom, and successful Chris-
tianization. The early medieval charters that tell the interwoven tales of aristo-
cratic families, monasteries, and legal practices depict a cohesive society and a 
thriving religious culture where writing and literacy played key roles. Aristo-
cratic violence was widespread, to be sure; religious houses might have a pre-
carious life; and persistent conflicts over properties and rights demanded 
well-established procedures of different kinds for their resolution.

For three centuries, Galicia held its own culturally, economically, and mili-
tarily in the Astur-Leonese kingdom, and its aristocrats could be valuable col-
laborators or troublesome adversaries of the monarchs. Those kings ruled from 
Oviedo or León, but Galicia gained a spiritual center with the ninth-century 
discovery of St. James’s tomb at Compostela, soon a beneficiary of royal lar-
gesse. Compostela’s rise fed unease among court chroniclers and clergy, and 
modern historians have followed their reluctance to concede Galicia’s weight 
in that kingdom. Partly this is due to a teleological vision of the ‘Reconquest’ 
and the forging of Spanish national unity, and it reflects—retrospectively—
the reconfiguration of Galicia within the kingdom of Castile-León in the cen-
tral and later Middle Ages, the subject of this section.

From the eleventh century to the thirteenth, Galicia shrank to its modern 
boundaries, and it became peripheral—geographically, at least—in the vastly 
enlarged kingdom of Castile-León. Royal power and activity turned eastwards, 
beginning with the dynastic unification of the northern Iberian realms under 
King Sancho III el Mayor of Navarre and the joining of Castile and León under 
his son Fernando I in 1037, and culminating in the final union of the two king-
doms in 1230 under Fernando III. In addition, the territory of modern Galicia 
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was split, step by step, from ancient Gallaecia and cut off from the advancing 
frontier of Christian rule. Fernando I conquered Coimbra in 1064, Alfonso VI 
separated the administration of the county of Portugal from Galicia in the 
1090s, and Afonso Henriques proclaimed himself king of Portugal after  
the battle of Ourique in 1139, a title recognized by Alfonso VII in 1143, and the 
papacy in 1179. Across the peninsula, the Christian conquest of cities of politi-
cal, economic, and religious importance—Toledo (1085), Córdoba (1236), 
Valencia (1238), and Seville (1248)—pushed the centers of gravity of the 
Christian realms southwards and favored north-south axes of communication 
and commerce over the Camino de Santiago, the east-west pilgrimage road 
across northern Iberia.

Galicia’s changing place in these medieval realms has shaped its position in 
modern historiographies colored by nationalist agendas. In Spanish national 
histories, the central Middle Ages marked a decisive stage in Christian Recon-
quest and peninsular unification. That narrative originated in the medieval 
chronicles surveyed here by Emma Falque, and it sidestepped periods of dis-
unity, like that of García’s short-lived kingdom of Galicia (1065–1071) or the 
independent Leonese kingdom (1157–1230) within which Galicia flourished 
under Fernando II and Alfonso IX. As Ermelindo Portela observes, the negative 
portrait of the “defeated and dethroned” King García of Galicia was already 
sketched in the thirteenth century for modern historians to endorse. For Galician 
nationalists, however, the same king was the last to govern the entirety of 
ancient Gallaecia as an independent kingdom. By contrast, the region’s dimin-
ished size and incorporation in larger realms anticipated its subjection, later 
on, to distant Madrid, and its concomitant subordination within a modern 
economy and political structures.

Here, three articles examine Galicia’s place in the kingdom of Castile-León. 
The opening and closing articles chart two critical phases in this political 
reconfiguration. Portela treats the century between the partition of Fernando 
I’s kingdom at his death (1065) and that following the death of Alfonso VII 
(1157). Against the backdrop of the conflicts and accords that had defined 
Galicia’s place in the Astur-Leonese kingdom, he analyzes the ill-fated reign of 
García who concentrated his activity between the Duero and Miño, capped by 
his restoration of the metropolitan see of Braga. Beyond the Duero, Count 
Sisnando Davídiz retained considerable autonomy over the Portuguese fron-
tier districts assigned to him by Fernando I. In the decade following Alfonso VI’s 
conquest of Toledo in 1085, the king who had reunited Galicia, León, and 
Castile met challenges in the Northwest. A revolt of nobles in Lugo was put 
down, Bishop Diego Peláez of Iria-Compostela was deposed, and the king 
named his prospective son-in-law and heir, Raymond of Burgundy, count of 
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Galicia, still the territory of ancient Gallaecia and García’s former kingdom. 
Faced, as Portela suggests, with Raymond’s bold assertions of sovereignty, 
the king entrusted the county of Portugal and the southern frontier to Henry of 
Burgundy after 1096. Possibly meant to thwart Galician autonomy, the move 
ironically led to Portugal’s independence. As a result, the Galicia of 1157 was, for 
Portela, “already the Galicia of the future…defined both by the fixing of its 
physical boundaries and by its placement in a peripheral position in relation to 
centers of power.”

In the closing article, Francisco Javier Pérez Rodríguez turns to the thir-
teenth century when, it would seem, the reunification of Castile-León in 1230 
and the conquests in Andalusia only sealed this peripheral status. By con-
ventional narratives, Galicia’s marginalization within the larger kingdom of 
Fernando III (1230–1252), Alfonso X (1252–1284), and their successors triggered 
a precipitous decline for a region ignored by the monarchs and under the grip 
of ecclesiastical lordships which overshadowed the lay aristocracy and stifled 
urban life. Focusing on royal actions and administration, Pérez Rodríguez thor-
oughly revises this view. First, he demonstrates strong continuities between 
the policies of Fernando III towards Galicia and those of his Leonese predeces-
sors for whom Galicia and Compostela had undeniable importance. Under 
Alfonso IX (1188–1230), the issuance of royal charters for towns accelerated, 
new concessions to the Galician church slowed, and the office of merindad 
mayor of Galicia was instituted. Looking ahead, Pérez Rodríguez argues that it 
is not “correct to speak of the decadence of Galicia, of its loss of importance, or 
its neglect by the monarchs.” He reminds us that the unification and enlarge-
ment of Castile-León profoundly affected regions across the peninsula, and 
the monarchy developed new ways of exercising power over territories where 
the kings were seldom present. In Galicia, royal authority was felt through sup-
port for municipalities in conflicts with ecclesiastical lords, seizures of episco-
pal domains, collection of customs duties and other taxes, and the award of 
numerous charters to Galician monasteries under Sancho IV (1284–1295) and 
Fernando IV (1295–1311). Moreover, Galicians attended the court and partici-
pated in the conquest of Andalusia and the resettlement of the Leonese 
Extremadura, while Galicia’s maritime economy prospered from trade and 
military activity in the south.

Pérez Rodríguez’s attention to the struggles between crown and church is 
the centerpiece of a broadly revisionist portrait of later medieval Galician soci-
ety. Specifically, he argues that ecclesiastical seigneuries were not as extensive, 
unchallenged, or singular as often imagined, while towns and commerce flour-
ished with encouragement from monarchs who profited from trade, industry, 
shipbuilding, and fishing. In this respect, both Pérez Rodríguez and Portela 
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look well beyond Galicia’s ‘place’ by exploring how Galician society was shaped 
by the monarchy’s changing relationships with different groups. In part 3, 
Amancio Isla’s study of the Galician aristocracy in the Astur-Leonese king-
dom concluded with the eleventh-century alliance between the crown and 
church—particularly the see of Compostela—that came to anchor royal pol-
icy. Here, Portela contends that Galicia’s eventual place within the twelfth- 
century kingdom was contingent on “a kaleidoscope of shifting alliances” that 
tied bishops and clergy, lay aristocrats, and townspeople to the different “roads 
to legimitation” that opened in the conflictive reign of Queen Urraca 
 (1109–1126). Ultimately, the rule of Alfonso VII was accepted as “the framework 
for political action” and the “source of political legitimacy.”

Bookended by these discussions of Galicia’s changing place within the 
Iberian kingdoms, Emma Falque considers how Galicia fared in Latin histori-
cal sources. She reviews the twelfth-century chronicles (the Historia Roderici, 
the Chronica Adefonsi imperatoris, the Historia Silense, and the Chronica Naie
rensis [or Najerense]), culminating in the massive Historia Compostellana 
and  shorter Compostelan works, and she concludes with the contrasting 
thirteenth-century histories of the Leonese and Castilian bishops, Lucas of 
Tuy and Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada. These works vary widely in their treatment 
of Galicia. The Historia Roderici, for example, ignores even St. James’s cult, and 
the Leonese Chronica Adefonsi imperatoris is “surprisingly silent” about events 
in Galicia. By contrast, the Historia Silense devotes much attention to Galicia, 
incorporating material from earlier chronicles, a practice followed later in the 
Chronica Naierensis and thirteenth-century histories. The Silense also milita-
rized St. James as a knight interceding for Christians besieging Coimbra, an 
image that would be elaborated by Lucas of Tuy in his account of the battle of 
Clavijo, but downplayed by the archbishop of Toledo, Rodrigo Jiménez.

Naturally, Galicia takes center stage in the Historia Compostellana and 
Falque singles out “the terminology used in the work, the characterization of 
the Galicians, and the references to the Galician language.” Her observations, 
however, on the sponsorship, authors, and aims of this “partisan work” serve as 
a valuable orientation to a narrative which, she reminds us, is our main source 
for much of what we know about western Iberia in the early twelfth century. 
Briefer and less familiar, the Chronicon Iriense and Chronicon Compostellanum 
cast light on the intellectual milieu among the Compostelan clergy and its dif-
ferent perspectives on Compostelan traditions.

While most articles in sections 3 and 4 rely heavily on charters, Falque—
herself the editor of the Historia Compostellana, Chronicon Compostellanum, 
and the Chronicon mundi of Lucas of Tuy—underlines the value of these medi-
eval histories, nearly all of which have now been published in fine critical 
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editions in the Corpus Christianorum, Continuatio Mediaevalis, and, in some 
cases, in Spanish translations. Moreover, the studies of the editors are comple-
mented by a recent and growing literature—including monographic issues of 
ESpania: Revue Interdisciplinaire d’Études Hispaniques Médiévales et Modernes, 
articles in Cahiers de Linguistique et de Civilisation Hispaniques Médiévales, and 
the work of, among others, Peter Linehan and Georges Martin—on the sources, 
authors, and agendas behind the Latin historiography of medieval León and 
Castile. If the historical information in these medieval histories is selective, 
their value for the study of medieval Galicia may lie more in their purposeful 
manipulation of earlier chronicles, the growth of legends on topics from Galicia’s 
origins and name to St. James’s powers, and the contrasting viewpoints of their 
clerical authors—expressed explicitly and through silence—on Galicia’s place 
within Iberia. For its part, the Historia Compostellana could be read as part of 
the effort to shape a history and identity for the new Galicia whose birth in the 
early twelfth century Portela describes. In time, however, it was drowned out 
by thirteenth-century histories and their successors, the Castilian vernacular 
histories of the later Middle Ages. These would lay a foundation for the mod-
ern notions of Galicia’s medieval ‘marginalization’ which Pérez Rodríguez calls 
upon us to re-examine.
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