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Introduction

Madrid, the dynamic heart of Spain, is a city whose history pulses through every
street, plaza, and monument. Its evolution from a modest settlement beside the
Manzanares River to a global metropolis encapsulates the dramatic transformations
that have shaped not only the city itself but the Iberian Peninsula as a whole. The
journey of Madrid is one of resilience, reinvention, and seamless blending of past and
present, making it both a living museum and a thriving capital in the twenty-first
century.

Long before Madrid bore its current name, people made their homes along its fertile
riversides. The archaeological record reveals a continuum of human settlement dating
all the way back to the Paleolithic era, with traces of the Romans and Visigoths hinting
at early agricultural and strategic roots. Yet it was the arrival of the Muslims in the 9th
century—building the fortress of Mayrit—that truly launched the documented history
of Madrid, shaping its name, layout, and foundational urban character.

The city’s fortunes waxed and waned through the centuries as it passed from Muslim
to Christian hands, survived sieges and wars, and gradually grew from a borderland
fortress to an essential part of the Crown of Castile. When Philip Il made the
momentous choice in 1561 to relocate his court to Madrid, the city’s destiny was
forever altered. Suddenly, it found itself at the political, cultural, and economic
crossroads of an empire, attracting artists, intellectuals, and merchants and sparking
an unprecedented phase of expansion and transformation.

Yet Madrid’s story is not just one of kings and conquerors. Over the centuries, it has
endured civil strife, foreign occupation, and sharp social upheaval. The city has been
devastated by war, particularly during the Napoleonic invasion and the Spanish Civil
War, and has borne witness to the great ideological, political, and economic shifts of
Spanish and European history. Through cycles of crisis and renewal, Madrid continually
reshaped itself, accommodating dramatic urban reforms under the Bourbons, the
advance of industry and modern infrastructure in the 19th and early 20th centuries,
and the challenges and contradictions of dictatorship and democracy.

Today, the city stands as a cosmopolitan center—radiant with culture, education, and
enterprise—while remaining deeply conscious of its layered past. Its neighborhoods
reflect centuries of transformation, from the medieval remnants of its southern
quarters to the broad boulevards and museums of the Enlightenment era and the
vibrant modernity of its thriving business districts. To walk through Madrid is to follow
in the footsteps of ancient settlers, Moorish builders, Habsburg monarchs,
revolutionary students, and contemporary artists.
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This book invites you to explore the full sweep of Madrid’s history, illuminating the
forces, events, and people that have forged its unique identity. Whether you are a
visitor, a resident, a student of history, or someone curious about the crossroads of
Spanish culture and power, may this journey through A History of Madrid deepen your
appreciation for the city’s enduring spirit—a spirit forged by centuries of adversity and
triumph, forever looking forward while honoring its remarkable past.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Madrid: Prehistoric
Footprints and Ancient Whispers

Before the ramparts of Mayrit rose against the central Iberian sky, before the name
Madrid echoed through centuries of royal decrees and popular uprisings, the land
where the city now sprawls was simply that: land. A plateau dissected by the winding
Manzanares River, a place where water flowed and life, in its most elemental forms,
found a foothold. To understand Madrid, we must first peel back the layers of history,
beyond the stone walls and grand avenues, to the very earth itself and the earliest
human stories imprinted upon it.

The geography of the site offered certain timeless advantages. Situated roughly in the
geographical center of the Iberian Peninsula, the area around the confluence of the
Manzanares and Jarama rivers presented a relatively accessible terrain amidst more
mountainous regions. The presence of the Manzanares, while not a mighty waterway,
provided essential water, carving its modest valley through the landscape and
creating fertile ground along its banks - a perpetual magnet for life, both human and
animal.

Archaeologists, digging deep beneath the modern city's foundations and along the
riverbanks, have uncovered compelling evidence that humans recognized the
potential of this location tens of thousands of years ago. The story of human presence
here begins not with grand structures or written records, but with simple, potent
artifacts: stone tools, chipped and shaped by hands long turned to dust.

These finds, particularly abundant along the terraces of the Manzanares, speak of
Paleolithic hunter-gatherers who roamed this land. They wielded axes, scrapers, and
other implements crafted from flint and quartzite, tools essential for survival in a
challenging prehistoric environment. Their world was one dictated by the rhythms of
nature, tracking animal migrations and gathering edible plants across the vast Meseta.

The presence of the remains of large mammals alongside these tools further paints a
picture of Paleolithic life. Woolly mammoths, bison, and other now-extinct creatures
likely formed a crucial part of the diet for these early inhabitants. The riverbanks
would have served as vital corridors for both prey and predator, and the higher ground
offered vantage points for observation.

Imagine these earliest residents: small bands navigating the ancient landscape,

reading the signs of the wild, relying entirely on their skills and tools to survive. They
left no names, no monuments, only the enduring testament of their presence in the
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form of worked stone and scattered bones, whispers of a life lived on the raw,
untamed land that would one day become a capital city.

As millennia passed, human societies evolved. The Stone Age gave way to new
technologies and ways of life. The archaeological record in the Madrid region reflects
this broader progression, with the appearance of ceramics indicating the arrival of the
Neolithic era. This period marked a monumental shift towards settled life, agriculture,
and animal domestication.

The presence of Neolithic ceramics suggests that these later prehistoric inhabitants
were no longer purely nomadic. They likely established more permanent or semi-
permanent settlements, cultivating crops along the fertile river valley and keeping
livestock. The land around the Manzanares continued to provide the necessary
resources, supporting a gradually denser population using increasingly sophisticated
techniques.

Yet, despite this evidence of continuous human activity through prehistory, the scale
remained modest. These were not bustling cities or large complex societies by later
standards. They were communities living in harmony with, and often at the mercy of,
the natural world, laying down the initial faint layers of human history on this specific
patch of earth.

Moving from the depths of prehistory into the proto-historic and ancient periods
presents a challenge for anyone seeking a clear, linear narrative for Madrid. Unlike
many other European capitals or ancient Spanish cities that boast foundations
stretching back to well-documented Roman settlements or even earlier, the origins of
Madrid are notably less grand, at least according to tangible evidence.

For centuries, fueled by a desire for a more prestigious lineage, various theories
proposed a Roman foundation for Madrid. Names like "Metragirta" or "Mantua
Carpetana" were conjured, attributed to legendary founders or supposed ancient
settlements. These tales, woven with varying degrees of historical plausibility and civic
pride, served to give the city a venerable, classical pedigree, linking it directly to the
might and prestige of the Roman Empire.

However, the spade of the archaeologist, the most honest of historical investigators,
has largely failed to support these grand narratives. While the Romans certainly
arrived in the Iberian Peninsula in force, establishing major cities, roads, and
infrastructure across Hispania, their presence in the immediate vicinity of what is now
central Madrid appears to have been surprisingly limited in urban scope.

Concrete archaeological evidence from the Roman era points towards a rural

landscape rather than a significant town or administrative center. Excavations have
revealed remains of Roman farms (villae rusticae), country houses, and perhaps a
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simple inn (mansio) along a road. These findings suggest an area used for agriculture,
perhaps supplying nearby Roman settlements, or serving as a minor stopping point on
a route.

Imagine these Roman inhabitants: not legionaries building forts or administrators
governing provinces from a forum, but likely landowners overseeing agricultural
production, or travelers taking rest at a modest hostelry. Their lives were tied to the
land and its produce, integrated into the vast economic network of the empire, but
operating far from its major centers of power and population within Hispania.

The contrast between the romanticized myths of a Roman city and the reality of
dispersed rural habitation is stark. It suggests that during the peak of Roman
influence, this specific location, while inhabited and utilized, was not deemed
strategically or economically important enough to warrant the establishment of a large
town or a significant military installation. It remained, for the Romans, a part of the
countryside.

Another intriguing piece of the pre-Muslim puzzle, one that links the ancient landscape
to the later city, is the proposed pre-Muslim name "Matrice". This name, believed to
have been in use before the arrival of the Muslims in the 9th century, is thought to
derive from the Latin word matrix, meaning "source" or "water channel".

The name's etymology is telling. It points directly to the defining natural feature of the
area: its abundance of water. The stream that flowed down what is now the Calle de
Segovia, alongside numerous springs and underground water sources, would have
been the most prominent and vital aspect of the landscape for any early settlement.
Water was life, and this place had it in relative plenty.

This focus on water provides a plausible explanation for the enduring human attraction
to the site across different eras. Whether for prehistoric survival, Roman agriculture,
or later settlement, reliable access to water was paramount. The name "Matrice", if
indeed it was used, is a simple yet powerful descriptor, rooted in the most
fundamental natural resource.

Moving forward in time, the Visigothic era (roughly 5th to 8th centuries AD) also left
faint traces in the Madrid region. As the Roman Empire waned and Germanic tribes
like the Visigoths established their kingdom in Hispania, the landscape around the
Manzanares continued to be inhabited.

Archaeological evidence suggests the presence of a small village during the Visigothic
period. Like the Roman presence before it, this settlement was likely modest in scale
and significance compared to major Visigothic centers such as Toledo, which was the
capital of their kingdom.
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The Visigothic finds indicate a continuity of habitation, perhaps centered around the
same water sources and agricultural land utilized in previous periods. Life in this
village would have been relatively simple, agrarian, and tied to the local rhythms,
largely unaffected by the major political and religious shifts occurring at the royal
court in Toledo.

These early layers - Paleolithic camps, Neolithic farms, Roman villas, Visigothic
villages - represent a long, if fragmented, history of human interaction with the
landscape of central Iberia. Each era left its own distinct, yet often subtle, mark. The
stone tools, the ceramic shards, the villa foundations, the possible name "Matrice",
and the Visigothic remnants are like scattered clues, hinting at the lives lived here
before the arrival of a new power that would fundamentally transform the area.

The enduring characteristic that seems to tie these disparate early periods together is
the site's fundamental suitability for basic human needs: water, accessible terrain, and
land capable of supporting life through hunting, gathering, or rudimentary agriculture.
It was a place of practical utility, a location chosen for its resources rather than its
existing prominence or strategic grandeur.

This pre-Muslim history of the Madrid site is not one of ancient empires founding
glorious cities from scratch. Instead, it's a story of continuity across millennia, of
humans adapting to and living off the land, leaving behind only faint archaeological
echoes. It was a place where life persisted, modest and relatively unremarkable, a
backdrop waiting for the dramatic entrance of a new force that would finally put it
definitively on the historical map. The stage was set, not with grand monuments, but
with the quiet presence of people who understood the value of the water flowing
through the valley.
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