
Spanish Society, 1348–1700

Beginning with the Black Death in 1348 and extending through to the 
demise of Habsburg rule in 1700, this second edition of Spanish Society, 
1348–1700 has been expanded to provide a wide and compelling explora-
tion of Spain’s transition from the Middle Ages to modernity.

Each chapter builds on the first edition by offering new evidence of the 
changes in Spain’s social structure between the fourteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Every part of society is examined, culminating in a final section 
that is entirely new to the second edition and presents the changing social 
practices of the period, particularly in response to the growing crises facing 
Spain as it moved into the seventeenth century. Also new to this edition is 
a consideration of the social meaning of culture, specifically the presence 
of Hermetic themes and of magical elements in Golden Age literature and 
Cervantes’s Don Quijote.

Through the extensive use of case studies, historical examples and literary 
extracts, Spanish Society is an ideal way for students to gain direct access to 
this captivating period.

Teofilo F. Ruiz is Professor of History at the University of California, Los 
Angeles. His previous publications include A King Travels: Festive Tradi-
tions in Late Medieval and Early Modern Spain (2012), Spain, 1300–1469: 
Centuries of Crises (2007), Medieval Europe and the World (2005) and From 
Heaven to Earth: The Reordering of Castilian Society, 1150–1350 (2004).

 



 



Spanish Society, 1348–1700

Teofilo F. Ruiz

Second Edition

 



Second edition published 2017
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2017 Teofilo F. Ruiz

The right of Teofilo F. Ruiz to be identified as author of this work has 
been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or 
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, 
or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including 
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or 
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks 
or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and 
explanation without intent to infringe.

First edition published by Pearson Education Limited 2001

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Ruiz, Teofilo F., 1943– author.
Title: Spanish society, 1348–1700 / Teofilo F. Ruiz.
Description: Second edition. | Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY : 

Routledge, 2017. | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016055547 | ISBN 9781138957862 (pbk. :  

alk. paper) | ISBN 9781138999053 (hbk : alk. paper) |  
ISBN 9781315180960 (ebook : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Spain—Social conditions—to 1800. | Spain—Social 
life and customs. | Spain—History—711–1516. | Spain—History—
House of Austria, 1516–1700. | Social classes—Spain.

Classification: LCC HN583 .R85 2017 | DDC 306.0946—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016055547

ISBN: 978-1-138-99905-3 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-138-95786-2 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-18096-0 (ebk)

Typeset in Sabon
by Apex CoVantage, LLC

 



To
Sir John H. Elliott
¡Qué amigo de sus amigos!
¡Qué señor para criados
y parientes!
¡Qué enemigo de enemigos!
¡Qué maestro de esforçados
y valientes!
¡Qué seso para discretos!
¡Qué gracia para donosos!
¡Qué razón!
¡Qué benigno a los sujetos
y a los bravos y dañosos,
un león!
Jorge Manrique

 



 



List of tables� ix
Preface to the second edition� x
Preface to the first edition� xiv
Acknowledgements� xvi

	 Introduction: from medieval to early modern� 1

PART I
The geographical and political setting� 9

  1	 The making of Spain� 11

PART II
A society of orders� 43

  2	 Those who have not: peasants and town dwellers� 45

  3	 Those who have: nobility and clergy� 77

  4	 On the margins of society� 104

PART III
The structures of everyday life� 131

  5	 Festivals and power: sites of inclusion and exclusion� 133

  6	 From Carnival to Corpus Christi: festivals of affirmation� 155

  7	 The burdens of violence: sites of conflict� 176

  8	 Resisting violence: the wrath of the poor� 202

Contents

 



viii  Contents

  9	 The patterns of everyday life: eating and dressing� 224

10	 The patterns of everyday life: religion, honour, 
sexuality and popular culture� 248

PART IV
Culture and society in an age of decline� 269

11	 Spain under the late Habsburgs: society in an age  
of crisis I� 271

12	 Spain under the late Habsburgs: society in an age  
of crisis II� 290

	 Conclusion� 310

Appendix I: chronology of events, 1348–1700� 316
Appendix II: glossary of terms� 320
Bibliography� 323
Index� 336

 



	2.1	 City population in early modern Spain� 63
	2.2	 The population of Seville, 1384–1594� 65
	2.3	 A typology of urban social groups in Seville� 66
	2.4	 Changes in trades in Barcelona, 1516–1717� 70
9.1	 Summary of caloric intake of Spanish sailors in the early 

seventeenth century� 235

Tables

 



Preface to the second edition of Spanish society, 1348–1700

The first edition of Spanish Society, 1400–1600 appeared more than a decade 
and a half ago in 2001. Since then, there have been many important works 
on the social history of early modern Europe and of late medieval and early 
modern Spain. My own work has changed dramatically over that period of 
time and, although I still think that my book has held its own over the period 
since its first publication, clearly, there are many things I would do quite dif-
ferently today. Over the course of my long career, I have written many books 
to the chagrin of trees and to the well-being of insomniacs. Of all the books 
I have written, however, Spanish Society has always been, and remains, my 
favourite. When I wrote it towards the end of the twentieth century, I was 
able to work on both sides of the chronological divide (the dreaded 1492) 
and to argue against the rigid distinctions between medieval and early mod-
ern. The book also allowed me to draw from literature and to use culture as 
a means to understand social structures and the social meaning of cultural 
artefacts. As such, though profoundly anchored in social history, the first 
edition of Spanish Society, 1400–1600 sought to integrate culture into social 
developments. Liking the original so much, I am a bit reluctant to admit that 
a highly revised second edition is necessary. One’s own sense of possession of 
one’s work and the illusory sense that the works one writes are truly endur-
ing (which of course they are not) may lead me to attempt only a cosmetic 
reassessment of my 2001 efforts. This is not the case here, and over the years 
I have come to realise that a somewhat longer and different book, while not 
discarding what was accomplished in the first edition, was necessary.

Chronology, geography, culture and religion: Spain in  
a global society

Chronology

I should begin with the most obvious change in the nature of this second 
edition, that is, changes in the chronological span of the book. In the first 
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edition, I was constrained by the dates dictated by the demands for a series 
on social history for which my Spanish Society, 1400–1600 was just one 
of the volumes commissioned by the general editor of the series. Although 
I sought to provide some background for the period before 1400, as well 
as to go well beyond 1600 and to illustrate some discreet aspects of social 
change with historical vignettes drawn from before and after those chron-
ological boundaries, the results were not always satisfactory. Clearly, the 
sweeping impact of the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century, the end 
of Alfonso XI’s reign in 1350 (the only king to die from the plague in West-
ern Europe and to maintain some semblance of order in Castile during the 
turbulent fourteenth century), the rising tide of violence against religious 
minorities and myriad of other developments had an important impact on 
the social structures of peninsular kingdoms. These developments need to 
be explicated in greater detail if one is to make sense of social change in the 
later centuries.

The first edition chronological terminus, 1600, coincided roughly with an 
important landmark, the death of Philip II in 1598, widespread epidemics 
throughout Iberia and economic decline. Nonetheless, for the next hundred 
years, the Habsburgs still ruled in the different Spanish kingdoms. Clearly, 
the seventeenth century witnessed the almost break-up of the Spanish mon-
archy in 1640, military defeats in the Low Countries and elsewhere in Cen-
tral Europe, the rise of France, the Dutch republic and, to a lesser extent, 
England (all three enemies of Spain) as the hegemonic power(s) in Western 
Europe. The seventeenth century also observed the final settlement of reli-
gious warfare but without any real gains after more than a century of war. 
The troubled (almost tragic) end of the Habsburg dynasty in the Iberian 
Peninsula in 1700 triggered new social issues. We cannot see the develop-
ment of new attitudes towards social groups or the rise of religious sensi-
bilities unless we understand the political and cultural context of the long 
seventeenth century. It was, after all, a general European crisis that affected 
Spain as much as it did the rest of the continent. The War of Spanish Suc-
cession, the coming of a Bourbon dynasty to rule Spain in the eighteenth 
century and beyond signalled a new period in Spain’s (now truly Spain as a 
centralised monarchy to the detriment of traditional autonomies and liber-
ties) institutions, economy and social life. Two new concluding chapters 
(Chapter 11 and 12) address mostly seventeenth century issues and what 
I may call the social and cultural history of a society in crisis.

Geography

Although the first edition aimed at examining Spanish society in the wider 
context of the expansive Spanish world, the reality is that the main thrust 
of my arguments and of the historical issues examined focused mostly on 
the Iberian Peninsula. Since 2001, world history and a global approach to 
historical phenomena have transformed the manner in which we study the 
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past. In the case of Spain, the first global empire, this is even more pertinent. 
While writing a social history of the entire Iberian world would yield a book 
very different from the original one, I hope to extend slightly the geographi-
cal boundaries of my inquiry in this second edition. Although, as I note, 
writing a social history of the entire Spanish world is beyond the scope of 
this work and beyond my abilities, then or now, I would like to draw more 
information from other areas of the Spanish Empire (and then monarchy 
after 1556). After all, natives in the New World were a significant part of the 
Spanish social structure. Conversos in Mexico or Cuzco, as Nathan Wachtel 
has shown, were also part of that world in ways that were similar, and yet 
distinct from those of the peninsula.

Similarly, the Spanish enclaves in North Africa, Oran, Ceuta, Melilla and 
elsewhere had different social histories than those in the metropolis. Con-
versos and Moriscos played important roles in North Africa as translators 
and interlocutors that would have been inconceivable in sixteenth and sev-
enteenth-century Spain. Jews were welcome in these North African enclaves 
while barred from the peninsular kingdoms. And then, there are the issues 
of Spaniards in Rome, Naples, Milan and elsewhere. Whether they were 
part of the heavy footprint of Spanish administration and religious life in 
Italy, or living on the margins as Conversos and Jews in the Roman (and 
Venetian) ghettoes, they were also part of Spain’s outreach to the outside 
world. And we find Spaniards in the Low Countries and in Germany either 
as administrators, merchants or soldiers. They carried with them elements 
of Spanish culture into different parts of the world, but they also borrowed 
important cultural tools from the diverse contexts in which they lived and 
worked, and then brought that back to Spain.

Culture and religion

Although the first edition of Spanish Society is filled with literary references 
and deploys literary texts as a way to understand social relations and struc-
tures, I neglected to deploy other cultural forms that reflected specific social 
issues. For example (a topic to be explored in greater detail in a new chap-
ter), in seventeenth century Seville, as Amanda Wunder shows in a recent 
book, in the midst of growing political, economic and social crises, the lead-
ing citizens of Seville invested in the building of churches, in the decora-
tion of religious sculptures, religious painting and similar pious enterprises. 
What did such activities mean in the context of Spanish society? What did 
the emphasis on vivid representations of blood and suffering so intensely 
depicted in Baroque Spain mean for the social and cultural history of early 
modern Spain?

Similarly, although I address the clergy as one of the orders in Spanish 
society, I  did not pay enough attention to religion as an institution that 
helped shaped the contours of Spanish society. In Spain and the Iberian 
world, religion played an important role, not just in the spiritual life of the 
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Spanish population but also in the manner in which social relations were 
constructed. Religion pervaded the very fabric of society and shaped the 
manner in which the dominant religion – Catholic Christianity – related to 
the world at large and to other religious groups in their midst – Protestants,  
Jews, Muslims. Thus, religion played a fundamental role in the forging of 
social differences, artistic production, while also influencing political deci-
sions and foreign policy. Finally, Chapter  12, a new concluding chapter 
focuses on two discreet topics. The first addresses the nature of culture in 
seventeenth century Iberia as a context for the decline of Spain and the trou-
bled rule of the late Habsburgs in the peninsula. By presenting a case study 
of the role of magic, Hermeticism and other cultural tropes in the social life 
of Spanish people, I attempt to see how these esoteric forms of knowledge 
pervaded the life of Spaniards on both sides of the Atlantic, and modified 
the growing austerity of seventeenth century Catholic doctrine. The second 
is the unavoidable issue of decline and the growing awareness by statesmen 
and the learned that “disillusionment” had become an important aspect of 
their world.

Spain in a global society

As much as I am able to do so, I would like to place some of the develop-
ments in social history within a global context. Spain was the first truly 
global empire, and peninsular social norms were replicated throughout 
its vast possessions beyond the sea. Royal and princely entries, a topic we 
explore with a great deal of detail in chapters below, were replicated by vice-
roys and episcopal entries in Mexico City, Cuzco and elsewhere throughout 
the empire. The Inquisition in Mexico and in Peru also found Conversos 
allegedly practising Judaism. In time, the Inquisition would come to moni-
tor the beliefs of natives, found to have relapsed into their ancestral prac-
tices. While there were important differences and geographical contexts, 
there was continuity in social practices (if one wishes, as I do, to think of 
religion as a social practice) throughout the vast arc of Spanish lands around 
the world.

 



For far too long ‘social history’ was regularly, even routinely defined dis-
missively and negatively along the lines of ‘history with the high politics, 
economics and diplomacy left out’. Over the latter decades of the twentieth 
century, however, a virtual revolution in the sub-discipline of ‘social history’ 
gathered momentum, fuelled not only by historians but also by specialists 
from such established academic disciplines as anthropology, economics, pol-
itics and especially sociology, and enriched by contributors from burgeon-
ing cultural, demographic, media and women’s studies. At the cusp of the 
twenty-first century, the prime rationale of the recently launched ‘Social His-
tory of Europe’ series is to reflect the cumulative achievement and reinforce 
the ripening respectability of what may be positively yet succinctly defined 
as nothing less than the ‘history of society’.

Initiated by the late Professor Harry Hearder of the University of Wales, 
the ‘Social History of Europe’ series is conceived as an ambitious and open-
ended collection of wide-ranging general surveys charting the history of 
the peoples of the major European nations, states and regions through key 
phases in their societal development from the late Middle Ages to the pre-
sent. The series is not designed to become necessarily either chronologically 
or geographically all-embracing, although certain pre-eminent areas and 
periods will demand a systematic sequence of coverage. Typically, a volume 
covers a period of about one century, but longer (and occasionally shorter) 
time-spans are proving appropriate. A degree of modest chronological over-
lap between volumes covering a particular nation, state or region is accept-
able where justified by the historical experience.

Each volume in the series is written by a commissioned European or 
American expert and, while synthesising the latest scholarship in the field, 
is invigorated by the findings and preoccupations of the author’s original 
research. As works of authority and originality, all contributory volumes 
are of genuine interest and value to the individual author’s academic peers.

Even so, the contributory volumes are not intended to be scholarly mono-
graphs addressed to the committed social historian but broader synoptic 
overviews which serve a non-specialist general readership. All the volumes 
are therefore intended to take the ‘textbook dimension’ with due seriousness, 
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with authors recognising that the long-term success of the series will depend 
on its usefulness to, and popularity with, an international undergraduate and 
postgraduate student readership. In the interests of accessibility, the provi-
sion of notes and references to accompany the text is suitably restrained and 
all volumes contain a select bibliography, a chronology of principal events, 
a glossary of foreign and technical terms and a comprehensive index.

Inspired by the millennial watershed but building upon the phenomenal 
specialist progress recorded over the last quarter-century, the eventually 
multi-volume ‘Social History of Europe’ is dedicated to the advancement of 
an intellectually authoritative and academically cosmopolitan perspective 
on the multi-faceted historical development of the European continent.

Raymond Pearson
Professor of Modern European History

University of Ulster

 



In the more than a decade and a half since the writing of the first edition, my 
debt to those mentioned in my earlier acknowledgment has only increased. 
Here I  reproduce the language found in my acknowledgements in 2001. 
Clearly, some of those mentioned below have made additional contributions 
to my understanding of Spanish history. Other scholars have made signifi-
cant contributions to my work since 2001, and their insights have played an 
important role in how I perceive the period and how I write about it. Rich-
ard Kagan’s invaluable contributions to the questions of festivals and local 
government deserve a place of honour, so have been the contributions of the 
late and much missed Olivia Remie Constable. I have learned a great deal 
from my colleagues at UCLA, Margaret Jacob, Lynn Hunt, Efrain Kristal, 
Jesus Torrecilla, Ali Behdad and others during the intervening years since 
the first edition. I have done so from their collective and individual erudition 
and scholarly generosity.

As I wrote more than a decade and a half ago, writing a comprehensive 
social history of late medieval and early modern Spain means borrowing 
heavily from scholars who have long toiled in reconstructing the Spanish 
past. My gratitude for their work – which I cite often in my notes or in the 
bibliography – is great indeed. I am aware that my labour has largely been 
to weave and interpret their accumulated wisdom and insights. But I have 
also incurred a great debt to those who directly, through comments and sug-
gestions, or indirectly, through their example and work, have played a sig-
nificant role in the formulation of this book. I am most thankful to Hilario 
Casado, Paul Freedman, Francisco García Serrano, Xavier Gil Pujol, Manuel 
Gonzalez Jiménez, Denis Menjot, David Nirenberg, Adeline Rucquoi and 
Jesús Solórzano Telechea for their comments, suggestions and support then 
and for their continuous friendship and scholarly example now. The origi-
nal Chapter  4 was presented for discussion at the University of Califor-
nia Medieval Seminar at the Huntington Library, where I received valuable 
comments from participants. Chapters 5 and 6 were presented to the UCLA 
European History Seminar and to my own graduate seminar on the social 
and cultural history of late medieval and early modern Europe. I benefited 
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Introduction
From medieval to early modern

Historians of late medieval and early modern Spain have long seen the reign 
of the Catholic Monarchs (Isabella, 1474–1504, and Ferdinand, 1479–
1516) as a watershed between two historical periods: the Middle Ages and 
the onset of modernity. To be sure, 1492 – annus mirabilis of the Castil-
ian and Aragonese kingdoms; symbol of centralising reforms – witnessed 
momentous events in the history of the peninsula. Nonetheless, the central-
ity assigned to the capture of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews and the 
encounter between the Old World and the New have obscured far more 
enduring historical transformations.

Although some historians, most notably Sir John H. Elliott in his magiste-
rial Imperial Spain, 1469–1716,1 have noted a continuity between the late 
Middle Ages and the early modern period, most textbooks and monographs 
dealing with the history of Spain, whether in English, Spanish or French, 
faithfully tread the chronological path that splits the Middle Ages and the 
onset of modernity into discrete periods. This is the case for texts intro-
ducing students to the history of Spain as well as for those addressing the 
erudite.2 The truth is that we remain prisoners of chronological constructs. 
Like other histories, Spanish historiography absorbed the positivism of 
leading nineteenth-century European historians and adopted the concept of 
iron-clad epochs and the view that prominent political events – les grandes 
journées – demarcate distinct historical periods.3

Nevertheless, 1492 did signal important landmarks in the political life 
of the Spains. The conquest of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews, the 
encounter with the New World were events of high historical significance, 
and collectively they had a dramatic impact on the mentality of Castilians, 
Aragonese, Catalans and other inhabitants of heterogeneous Spain.

The problem with these sharp chronological divisions, however, is that 
they arbitrarily separate the late Middle Ages from the early modern period. 
They also privilege political history over historiographical perspectives that 
are at least as important, or more so. Of course, I am referring here to the 
social and economic history of the Spanish kingdoms, conceived not as an 
appendage to a central political discourse but as manifesting a centrality of 
its own.

 



2  Introduction

My aim in this book is quite straightforward. I wish to question the tradi-
tional periodization of the history of Spain, to suggest new ways of thinking 
about the late Middle Ages and the early modern period and to envisage 
social change as occurring independently of political watersheds. The dates 
1348 and 1700, the chronological starting and ending points of this book, 
serve as arbitrary landmarks that link the social worlds of western Europe 
and signal the bridging of historical periods traditionally held apart: the late 
medieval and the early modern. One of my contentions in this book is that 
a history of the sixteenth-and-seventeenth centuries cannot be written with-
out a thorough grounding in the preceding century, and vice versa.

Nonetheless, the extent to which formulations of social (and, by impli-
cation, economic) history have depended on chronological boundaries is 
evident in the pioneering and monumental Historia de España y América, 
written under the direction of the great Jaume Vicens Vives.4 More than 
forty years after its original publication in 1957, this multi-volume work 
remains a model of how to organise a discussion of social history; at the 
same time, despite the originality and forward vision of Vicens Vives, the 
project did not escape the chronological impositions of a ruling ideology 
that conceived the history of Spain, and still conceives it, as a move from 
one significant date to another (1212, 1492, 1588, 1598, 1640, 1715, 1812) 
or as a record of ruling dynasties or systems (the Trastámaras, the Hab-
sburgs, the Bourbons, the Republic). Thus, the second volume of Vicens 
Vives’s collection closes arbitrarily (from the standpoint of social and eco-
nomic history) with political events, such as the end of the reign of the 
Catholic Monarchs and the dissolution of the Trastámara dynasty, instead 
of with social or economic shifts such as the series of uprisings in Castile, 
Valencia and elsewhere in the 1520s, or the influx of American gold and 
silver from the 1530s onwards. And the formidable third volume ends in a 
similar fashion, with the dwindling of Habsburg rule in Spain, rather than 
with the more significant demographic and economic transformations of the 
mid-eighteenth century.

This criticism notwithstanding, one cannot but praise the efforts of Vicens 
Vives and of most of the historians who contributed to the Historia de 
España y América – in particular, the authors of volume III who delivered 
a history of mentalités and of marginality, topics still unexplored in Spain 
and in many other places outside of France in the 1950s.5 We now have 
another excellent entry in the field of social history. As I was completing 
the last chapter of the first edition of this book, James Casey’s excellent 
monograph Early Modern Spain: A Social History appeared in print. After 
the initial scare of perhaps finding that the project I had spent years on had 
been pre-empted, I realised after a careful reading that our approaches to 
the social history of Spain diverge considerably. Casey’s Early Modern Spain 
deals with a different chronological period. Although he makes revealing 
incursions into the period before 1500, the main thrust of his research is 
the early modern period, above all the seventeenth century, which anchors 
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his earlier research. My book, on the other hand, emphasises the continuity 
between the late Middle Ages and the early modern period. Moreover, Casey 
addresses topics other than the ones that are my main concerns. While he 
looks closely at religion and the family, I emphasise festivals, violence and 
daily life. In the end, the two books provide complementary accounts of 
Spain’s social history from 1348 to the end of the ancien régime, but from 
varying chronological and methodological perspectives. But the problem 
remains unsolved. Like the dates in Vicens Vives’s Historia de España y 
América, those in Casey’s narrative (1492 and 1500) remain a formidable 
wedge between epochs – the medieval and the early modern – and reinforce 
the strict boundaries set by political events.

When we cling to such chronological markers as 1492 and, therefore, to a 
specific kind of one-dimensional history, we become captive to a conception 
of history as politics. This deters us from studying historical transforma-
tions over la longue durée, from describing and explaining change over a 
long period of time – a task that is, after all, the fundamental duty of the 
historian. I  should emphasise of course that social and economic history 
should not be studied or written without the proper political context. None-
theless, in terms of underlying social structure, culture, mentalité and the 
discourse of daily life, changes often occur imperceptibly; and in the case of 
late medieval and early modern Spain, whenever we perceive a sharp break, 
it bears no connection to 1492. If we could view and study the social history 
of Spain as a continuum, as a progression of social change that takes place 
over the course of centuries, then the distinctions between medieval and 
early modern would cease to be meaningful or useful.

Other aspects of writing social history are equally deserving of reassess-
ment. Textbook after textbook describes Spain as a society of distinct orders 
(la sociedad estamental). They then give us a quick synopsis of these orders, 
almost always in a descending and fixedly hierarchical arrangement: nobil-
ity first, clergy second, the rest later. Missing from this analysis is the com-
plex set of relations among different social groups, as well as the wide range 
of possibilities within groups. Let me offer a few examples.

Writing in the late 1320s, Don Juan Manuel (1282–ca.1348), a prince of 
royal blood and one of the most troublesome nobles in late medieval Cas-
tile, described the social order of his day in El libro de los estados (The Book 
of Orders). Borrowing from well-established medieval notions of the tripar-
tite division of society, Don Juan Manuel imagined a social hierarchy that 
was neatly divided into three broad orders (estamentos): those who pray 
(the clergy), those who fight (the nobility), and the rest, the immense major-
ity of the population he defined as labradores (literally, those who work the 
land). An additional category acknowledged urban dwellers, in turn divided 
into three subcategories: the upper urban elite of the bourgeoisie, mercantile 
groups, and labourers (menestrales).

In adopting the tripartite division of society prevailing in medieval West-
ern Europe, Don Juan Manuel followed a tradition which maintained that 
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felicity in this world and salvation in the next depended largely on accepting 
one’s assigned place in the social hierarchy. Don Juan Manuel’s convictions, 
however, ran counter to the changing realities of the late Middle Ages. His 
lofty views of the privileges of the noble estate, and his dismissive comments 
on those who worked, found their comeuppance in the urban militias that 
were manned by the very merchants and artisans he had branded as peas-
ants, militias which defeated him time and again on the battlefields of north-
ern Castile. Don Juan Manuel’s normative categories may read well on paper 
and accurately reflect the mindset of an aristocrat in mid-fourteenth-century 
Castile, but they bear little relation to the fluid social world of late medieval 
Spain, where status was constantly being redefined by wealth and war.6

Writing more than a century later, in the 1470s, Jorge Manrique (ca.1440–
79) – by birth, a scion of one of the noblest families in Castile and Don Juan 
Manuel’s social equal; by vocation, an indefatigable warrior and poet – presents 
us with a far more nuanced view of social structure. In his extraordinarily beau-
tiful poem ‘Ode to the Death of my Father’ (Coplas a la muerte de mi padre), 
Jorge Manrique reflects on the levelling properties of death. Comparing our 
lives to rivers that flow into a sea ‘which is dying’, he notes that all rivers, large 
and small, run into the sea, and that all are equal, ‘those who live by the [work 
of their] hands and those who are rich’.7

In a poem intended to praise the nobility of his father, this is indeed a 
remarkable statement. For Manrique, at least in these pages, society is 
divided into two distinct groups: those who work with their hands (the 
poor) and those who do not work (the rich). Thus, he somewhat sets aside 
the divinely inspired hierarchies presumed to sustain medieval life. Instead, 
it is wealth and work that define social categories. In the same vein, in Gut-
ierre Díaz de Gámez’s The Unconquered Knight: A Chronicle of the Deeds 
of Don Pero Niño (known in Spanish as El Victorial), written in the 1430s 
and 1440s, the true honour of knighthood resides not in birth, titles or dis-
plays of arms, but in dedication and commitment to knightly ideals. ‘Not all 
are knights who ride upon horses; neither are all knights to whom kings give 
arms. They have the name but they do not pursue the calling’.8 Manrique, of 
course, would have agreed with that.

The sentiments expressed in these poems and in other literary works of 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries reveal confusion in the face of loosen-
ing social categories and the difficulty of discerning who was noble and who 
was not, who was a true Christian and who not, or, as was often debated in 
fifteenth-century Spain, who was a New Christian and who was an Old one. 
Thus, Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), writing in an ironic mode, could 
have Sancho Panza argue that since he was an Old Christian – meaning,  
a peasant who could brandish his ‘purity of blood’ as opposed to the mer-
chants and nobles who bore Converso ties – he had the right to be made 
a duke. More to the point, in the second volume of Don Quijote, San-
cho, quoting his grandmother, states that there are only two lineages in the 
world: those who have and those who have not (el tener y el no tener).9 
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Similarly, the peasants of Lope de Vega’s (1562–1635) many rousing plays, 
among them Fuente Ovejuna and Peribáñez y el comendador de Ocaña, or 
the farmers of Calderón de la Barca’s (1600–81) El Alcalde de Zalamea, 
embody nobility and faithfulness to the strictest code of honour, while their 
noble adversaries and tormentors epitomise villainy.

But right behaviour and Christian ideals were slowly eroding, as the influx 
of American silver and the birth of capitalism gave rise to new attitudes 
towards wealth. Many literary works touched on these economic transfor-
mations and the altered relations among social groups. ‘More entailments 
[mayorazgos] are created by money and education than by the exercise of 
arms’,10 wrote Cervantes in Don Quijote, his numerous examples reflecting 
perhaps on his own troubled life. A similar though vitriolic indictment of the 
porosity of social classes appears in Francisco de Quevedo’s (1580–1645) 
Letrilla, a poem about the role of money in early modern Spain. Money, 
Quevedo wrote, makes nobles out of inferior people and Christians out of 
Moors; it buys favours, it buys love, it makes the ugly beautiful.

These literary depictions had real-life corollaries that illustrate the dif-
ficulties in discussing social hierarchies between 1400 and 1600. The old, 
‘feudal’, tripartite social model was imported into the contemporary world 
as part of Western European elites’ idealised and self-serving representa-
tion of themselves; yet this official script was challenged daily by the radi-
cal transmutation of economic roles and the onslaught of money, war and 
politics. The perviousness of social boundaries, the role of wealth and 
work and the growing secularisation of society outpaced and eventually 
overthrew the elaborate social distinctions that, devolving from God down-
wards, had provided assurance to the few against the many and held the 
promise of order and salvation to the population at large. This is not to 
say, of course, that uneven relationships did not persist. They did, but were 
couched in the new idioms of class, education and personal – as opposed to 
collective – achievement.

Modern historians, however, have not yet overcome the Circe-like fasci-
nation with estates and orders. These tidy categories have led to oversimpli-
fied accounts of complex and perplexing systems of social accommodation 
and conflict. The tripartite division of society has supplied an elegant expla-
nation for the interaction between diverse social groups, but it has obscured 
or ignored countless variations within each order. A well-to-do merchant 
in fifteenth-century Burgos, a commercial centre in northern Castile, wore 
armour, proudly carried his heraldic colours, and lived in a well-appointed 
house in which he might even have hosted kings.11 In spite of his commercial 
or professional pursuits, a sixteenth-century ‘honoured citizen’ of Barcelona 
had a far more aristocratic lifestyle and mentality than a destitute noble-
man, barely scraping a living in some obscure corner of Spain.12 The poor 
hidalgo (lower-level Castilian nobility) in Lazarillo de Tormes, a picaresque 
novel of the mid-sixteenth century, lived as marginal and hungry a life as 
did his socially inferior counterparts. Examples, and exceptions, abound 
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indeed; they all point to the uncertain character of social classifications. This 
is doubly the case in Spain, where social filiation, family organisation, terms 
of inheritance, economic conditions and the relationship between those on 
top and those below varied dramatically and regionally.

Conventional descriptions of the social order thus leave a great deal to be 
desired. Perhaps the best way to describe a society in transition from orders 
to classes is to offer a typology of social filiation or positioning that is based 
on privilege, tax-exemption and power. For, ultimately, two broad catego-
ries held sway: those who, because of wealth, legal prerogatives and social 
standing were part of the hegemonic order; and those who, lacking some or 
all of these attributes, were not. But such a typology cannot be dogmatic. 
The category of social and economic class is, after all, as problematic as that 
of ancient social orders. In devising such constructs – and we must remem-
ber that they are nothing but semantic constructs – we need to keep a care-
ful eye on variations within each social category. Relationships of power, of 
hegemon to subaltern, are found not only across but within groups as well. 
A powerful rico hombre in fifteenth-century Spain had more in common 
with a semi-aristocratic merchant in Burgos, in terms of taste, lifestyle and 
power, than with a poor hidalgo. The opening of the second volume of Don 
Quijote offers a glimpse of the internecine struggles, animosities and envy 
that existed between hidalgos and caballeros. As might have been the case 
in real life, the caballeros of the unnamed village of La Mancha resented the 
use of the title Don by Alonso Quijano, the deluded man soon to become 
Don Quixote.

Conversely, types of marginality ranged widely, and we err when we lump 
together all Conversos, or all Moriscos. Although ancestry provided a com-
mon bond and served as a deterrent to integration into Spanish society, it is 
clear that rank, money, education and place of residence accounted at least 
as much for the ease with which some individuals and families crossed over 
or assimilated into specific social niches in Spain.13

With these introductory remarks as context for the discussion that fol-
lows, this book opens with a short chapter on the geography and politi-
cal life of Spain between 1348 and 1700. By providing a broad outline of 
Spanish history during this period, I try to address the economic, political 
and cultural history of these three centuries and a half and their links to 
social developments. I also take into account the discovery of, and encoun-
ter with, the New World as well as the impact of America on the social 
fabric and the demographic resources of Spain (especially in Castile). Part II  
introduces the concept of orders (estamentos). This part includes three 
broad chapters organised around Sancho’s maxim on the haves and the 
have-nots. We begin with those who worked: the peasants and urban dwell-
ers who did not enjoy the vast social and legal privileges of their betters. 
The following chapter examines in some detail the lives of nobles and cler-
gymen. A third and final chapter focuses on those living on the margins of 
society. Part III, on the tenor of life in late medieval and early modern Spain, 
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explores a series of interrelated topics: violence and resistance; festivals and 
the character of daily life; diet and dress as sites for social exchange and as 
links between groups. How did these social groups interact? Under what 
terms? To what purpose? The forms of social exchange encompassed a wide 
range of public events: royal entries, religious spectacles, festive cycles, civil 
wars, mob violence. And on these occasions, boundaries  – and connec-
tions – between social groups were forged, contested, negotiated. Part IV 
examines the role of religion, esoteric knowledge and decline in the diverse 
worlds of the Spanish Monarchy. In the end, it was all about power: who 
had power, and how they contrived to exert it; who lacked power, and how 
they managed to endure.
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1	� The making of Spain

The social history of Spain, or, more precisely, of the Spains, must always be 
placed against the variegated backdrop of Iberian geography, climate, lan-
guage and economic patterns. To a large extent, village size, family structure 
and social position were governed by regional conditions, by what the land 
would allow to grow. Climate and topography thus determined the location 
of towns and villages as well as the amount of rent nobles could extract 
from their peasants.

Spain’s ecological diversity is unmatched by that of any other country in 
Western Europe. Few places in Europe have suffered such adverse climatic 
conditions (extreme heat and severe cold) and so hostile an environment 
(thin soil, little water) as did parts of Spain (the Castilian plateau, western 
Aragon) in the late Middle Ages.

If we think of Spain in the plural – the Spains – it is not only because in 
1350 or in 1700 a unified Spain in a true political sense had not yet come 
into being, but also because the country as a whole (that is, geographical 
Spain as part of the Iberian Peninsula) was, and remains, sharply divided 
into distinct topographical and climatic regions. The availability of water in 
Aragon, Castile and Andalusia played a crucial role in creating starkly con-
trasting conditions of wealth and poverty. One cannot, therefore, accept the 
notion of a social history of Spain that privileges the history of one region 
over another. Castile may have become synonymous with Spain because of 
its demographic and political hegemony in the late Middle Ages and early 
modern period, but Castile was certainly not all of Spain. For the sake of 
convenience, however, historians often describe a region as normative and 
the rest as variations of or as parallels to that norm. This kind of ‘history 
from the centre’ regards politics as the prime mover of historical events 
and subordinates the study of social structure to that of political power. 
Geography teaches us otherwise. This observation becomes even more per-
tinent when one considers Spain, not just as the regions under Spanish royal 
jurisdiction in the Iberian Peninsula (which also included Portugal and its 
empire from 1580 to 1640), but as a complex and multi-faceted collection 
of territories in the Americas, the Pacific, North Africa, the Low Countries 
(Flanders, Brabant, and elsewhere), Italy, and, certainly under Charles V, 
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Germany and Central Europe. While I here examine mostly the geographi-
cal contours of the Spains to be found in the Iberian homeland, it is impor-
tant to remember the variety of ecological settings that the Spaniards settled, 
inhabited, fought for, and in which they often died.

Look at a map of Spain (p. xvii), and you will see a series of subregions 
in which political, linguistic, social and cultural boundaries run parallel to 
the geographical contours of the land. Follow the slopes of the mountain 
ranges, the edges of the great high plains and the courses of the rivers, and 
you will find the topographical features sorting themselves into subdivi-
sions which often (but not always) coalesce into particular political entities, 
or which, in an age of fragmented political autonomy, become individual 
Spains within the larger context of the peninsular state. Look at a map of 
the Spanish monarchy in 1500 or 1700, it included a diversity of ecological 
habitats and topographical features encompassing all the possibilities for 
geographical diversity. From the flat and water-saturated plains of Flanders, 
to the tropical and semi-tropical lands in the Americas and the Philippines, 
to the great prairies in the American Southwest or the Pampas, Spaniards 
faced a variety of geographical settings that impacted their social relations 
with each other and with the environment. It is of course impossible to sum-
marise all these distinct geographical habitats, and below, the emphasis is 
on the Iberian homeland.1

Geography, climate and language2

Northern Spain

On the northern edge of the peninsula, running from Galicia in the north-
west to the French frontier in the northeast, a fertile ribbon of land – green 
Spain, as it is called – stretches between the Atlantic Ocean and the Bay of 
Biscay on its western and northern borders and the western spur of the Pyr-
enees Mountains (the Picos de Europa) at its southernmost limit. With its 
bountiful rain, temperate climate and small, numerous villages, the region 
as a whole has exhibited an age-old vocation for the sea and for maritime 
pursuits. Fishing fleets operated from Galician ports in the west as well as 
from the small Bay of Biscay ports (Guetaria, Gijón, Llanes, Fuenterra-
bía, Laredo, Castro-Urdiales and others) in the northern regions (Asturias, 
Cantabria and the Basque homeland). In the late Middle Ages and into the 
early modern period, the ports of the Bay of Biscay were, together with the 
Andalusian trade with America, the lifeline of the Spanish (by which I mean 
Castilian) economy. Iron, hides, honey, fat and other items were shipped to 
England and Flanders from these ports before 1350; and after the introduc-
tion of merino sheep, with their high-quality wool, a flow of mostly unpro-
cessed wool found its way from central Castile to the northern ports and 
from there to the great textile centres of Flanders and Brabant. In a different 
direction, another great but far more expensive supply of finished cloth and 
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other manufactured goods poured into Spain through the same ports. But 
the people of the North were not limited to mercantile activities and seafar-
ing; dairy industries, cattle – which sold well in the Castilian plains – and 
fruit trees complemented the economy of the region. Yet, one of the main 
staples of the region was men. Galicia, like the Basque country, was even 
then a land of migrants, its enterprising men pursuing work and business in 
central Spain or in faraway America.

Despite their congruities, this green Spain was divided further into very 
distinct subregions. In the period between 1350 and 1700, most Galician 
peasants and the poor in the countryside spoke their own language. The 
Galician language was older than Castilian, which eventually became the 
hegemonic language in the peninsula; it was also closer to its derivative 
language, Portuguese. In the central Middle Ages, the period before the rise 
of Castilian as a literary language (the twelfth and thirteenth centuries), 
Galician had been the chosen language of courtly poetry (the cantigas), but 
after the 1250s it declined precipitously and remained in decline until its 
brilliant renaissance in the late nineteenth century and re-emergence in the 
late twentieth century as one of the diverse languages of Spain’s autonomías.

The economic structure of the region, which was dominated by ruthless 
lords with extremely fractured land holdings, differed considerably from 
that of neighbouring Asturias or of the faraway Basque country in the east. 
The mountains separating Galicia from Asturias, albeit unimposing, mark a 
veritable linguistic and economic frontier. Asturias, which, between the mid-
fourteenth century and 1700, did not experience the economic and political 
transformations that had touched most parts of the peninsula, is also quite 
distinct from its eastern neighbour, Cantabria. Though less widespread than 
Galician was in the west, the Asturian dialect was the lingua franca of the 
Asturian countryside and of the isolated villages located in the region’s rug-
ged mountains and high valleys.

Galicia and Asturias contrast vividly with the area known today as Can-
tabria, a region stretching roughly from San Vicente de la Barquera in the 
west to Castro-Urdiales in the east and the mountain passes of El Escudo in 
the south. Linguistically, politically and economically (but not geographi-
cally), Cantabria was fully integrated into the kingdom of Castile in the late 
Middle Ages and the early modern period; it only found its autonomous 
identity in the fever of regional patriotism that swept Spain after Franco’s 
death in 1975.

To the east of Cantabria, the Basque Provinces were a world unto them-
selves in the Middle Ages, just as they are today. If geographical differences 
among the regions of the green north are minimal, the Basques, who lived 
and still live on both sides of the Pyrenees, were able to sustain a separate 
identity in the face of centralising pressures from the Castilian monarchs in 
the Middle Ages, and later from the kings and dictators of Spain. Basque 
was not a literary language in the period under consideration, and its many 
dialects and variations, spoken mostly in isolated mountain villages, were 

 



14  The geographical and political setting

often incomprehensible even to native Basque speakers. Basque identity, 
contrary to Galician or Catalan identity, was thus far more centred on a 
sense of ethnic consciousness than it was on linguistic filiation. The fact that 
many of these differences resurfaced in the last two decades of the twentieth 
century (in Galicia, the Basque country, and Catalonia) reveals their original 
vehemence and underscores the historical, geographical and linguistic frag-
mentation of early modern Spain.

Central Spain

Below northern green Spain lie the two great plains of Castile. Early modern 
travellers, coming across mountain passes from the north, always remarked 
on the sharp contrasts between verdant Cantabria, Asturias, or the Basque 
country and the unyielding wastelands which, as transitional ecological 
habitats, led first into the high meseta (plateau) of Old Castile, and later 
across the Central Sierras into the lower altitude of the meseta of New 
Castile.3 Geographically, the plains of Castile are the central feature of the 
Iberian Peninsula. Politically and economically, the cities on the northern 
plain (Burgos, Valladolid, Segovia) and those further south in New Castile 
and Andalusia (Toledo, Madrid, Seville) served as loci for the centralising 
tendencies of the Castilian Crown and as centres for the spread of Cas-
tilian hegemony through language, culture, economic power and political 
leadership.

The high altitude of the northern plain became an important factor, cre-
ating severe problems for agriculture and life in general. Intense cold in 
winter, scorching heat during most of July and August, hailstorms and snow 
showers as late as April and May, thin top soil, little rainfall (the rain in 
Spain, contrary to Professor Higgins’s ditty, falls mainly elsewhere, not on 
the plain), and various environmental calamities made cultivating vineyards 
and growing corn and other staples of the medieval and early modern diet 
a trying enterprise.

Villages and towns clung to meagre rivers and rivulets that were sep-
arated from each other by wide-open and arid spaces. Foreign travellers, 
upon crossing the great plains of Old Castile in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, plaintively decried its ‘emptiness’ and the ‘lack of wooded areas’; 
in typical fashion of outsiders, they complained bitterly of the greed and 
behaviour of the natives and, above all, of the rapacity of tax-collectors.4 
Nonetheless, in spite of adverse conditions, the plains of Old Castile, and – 
after the Christian conquest of the regions south of the Central Sierras 
(Toledo in 1085, western Andalusia in the early thirteenth century) – the 
plains of New Castile and La Mancha, served together as a locus for the 
emergence of the hegemonic political entity in the peninsula: the kingdom 
of Castile-Léon. The language of the region, Castilian, became the dominant 
language in the peninsula by the sixteenth century; and it was transplanted 
by the conquistadors and Castilian settlers to the New World. In time, it 
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became – though many continue, rightly, to object to this – synonymous 
with Spanish.

In the face of hardship, the peasants of Castile, through techniques of dry 
farming, extensive fallowing, transhumance and above all laborious toil, 
produced enough food and generated enough income in taxes to enable the 
Castilian monarchs to pursue their policies of expansion in the peninsula, 
and beyond Iberia itself. Because of its rugged geography, harsh climate 
and economic structure, Castile was nonetheless ill suited for its interna-
tional role; and, as we shall see, its inhabitants paid a heavy toll for their 
hegemony in Europe.

We should not, however, think of central Spain (and many of the features 
described for this region here apply to parts of eastern Aragon as well) as a 
unified landscape. For Castile itself comprises many contrasting subregions –  
protected valleys, unyielding mountains, and subtropical ecological niches – 
where life differs markedly from the typical life of the plains. Even the 
hostile reports of foreigners are interspersed with glowing descriptions of 
bountiful areas, such as the Rioja.5

Southern Spain

How different from northern Spain were, and are, the southern parts of 
the peninsula. Coming over the mountain pass of Despeñaperros, the old 
boundary between New Castile and Andalusia, and across the ancient road 
(before modern highways tunnelled through the mountains), one enters a 
very distinct landscape. The elevations of Andalusia and Extremadura slope 
toward the sea, in search of their coastal destinies in the Atlantic and the 
Mediterranean. Like much of Spain, the south has rugged mountains, such 
as the Sierra Morena, the Serrania of Ronda. And, in the east, the imposing 
Sierra Nevada encircles Granada like strong walls in a fortress. There, in the 
Alpujarras, a mountain range south of the city of Granada and part of the 
Sierra Nevada, the Moriscos made their last stand in the late 1560s.

Yet, for all their climatic and topographical advantages over central 
Spain, Andalusia and the south in general are not as green as the humid 
north. Nonetheless, the low altitude of the valleys, the long rivers and the 
proximity to the Mediterranean allowed for fertile gardens and a culture 
of irrigation. Here, olive and orange trees, the vine, mulberry trees (which 
fed hard-working silk worms), spices and semi-tropical plants (sugar cane 
in the area of Valencia, as well as rice) served as the basis for economic 
(and social) structures entirely different from those in central Castile and 
the north. In Andalusia, Muslim rulers built gardens that looked like imagi-
nary recreations of Paradise. The Alhambra, the palace of the last Nasrid 
rulers of Granada, and one of the most sensuous and beautiful buildings in 
Europe, is also a tribute to water: a graceful demonstration of the precise 
and scientific use of water and its transformative powers. Wherever one 
turns in the Alhambra, the sound of running water, of fountains, provides a 
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soothing counterpoint to views of arid, brown, and, at times, snow-capped 
mountains surrounding the city. In Valencia, one of the few places Christian 
conquerors of the thirteenth century did not completely spoil, the fabled 
huertas (gardens) de Valencia continued to be tended by Moriscos and 
their descendants throughout the late Middle Ages and in the early mod-
ern period. It remained – unlike Murcia and other parts of Andalusia that 
became wastelands because of the transhumance – a productive and beauti-
ful landscape much admired by foreign visitors. Jeronimo Munzer, travel-
ling in Spain in 1494, described the city and its environs in luminous terms.6

Because of the advance of the Christian reconquest in the mid-thirteenth 
century, and the ensuing precipitous demographic and economic decline, 
western Andalusia and Extremadura became the terminus for large migra-
tions of livestock (the Mesta) from northern (summer) to southern (winter) 
grazing lands. Moreover, after the mid-thirteenth century and the expulsion 
of the Muslims from western Andalusia (1260s), the region became the site 
for the emergence of large-landed estates or latifundia in Spain. These large 
estates dominated the landscape, and its numerous landless peasants, a true 
rural proletariat, fostered conditions for social conflict (see Chapter 2).

Eastern Spain

Last, but certainly not least, each of the two eastern kingdoms featured 
their own geographical peculiarities. Separate languages and political insti-
tutions paralleled these differences in topography and climate, even though 
the kingdom of Aragon, the county of Barcelona (Catalonia), and, later 
on, the kingdom of Valencia shared a common political life as the Crown 
of Aragon. Both Aragon and Catalonia share a common northern border, 
the rugged mountain range of the Pyrenees. But in Aragon the mountains, 
moving south, give way to an arid, often unyielding plain, whereas in Cata-
lonia they form a series of descending fertile valleys. Separated from Old 
Castile by the Iberian mountain range (sistema ibérico), which runs roughly 
north–south in the eastern borders of the latter region, medieval Aragon 
did not enjoy the natural advantages of Catalonia, except along the banks 
of the river Ebro. Away from the sea, it suffered the same extremes of cold 
and heat as its neighbour, Castile. Its plains remained almost deserted, as 
the meagre population cleaved to the banks of the Ebro River and other 
smaller streams. Zaragoza, the capital of Aragon, thrived on the life-giving 
water of the river. Its lands were carefully cultivated by Mudejars and, after 
their nominal conversion to Christianity in the early sixteenth century, by 
Moriscos. One could say that the Aragonese spoke two languages: a Castilian 
borrowed from their nearby neighbour and peppered with their own accents 
and Catalan words; and Arabic, the language of the largely submissive (but 
not always peaceful) and exploited Morisco population. If travel accounts 
and literary works are reliable sources, the countryside of sixteenth-century 
Aragon, when not deserted, was inhabited by Moriscos.7 Though Christians 
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also lived in rural villages, they chose to make their homes mainly in the 
large cities and towns of the kingdom, Zaragoza, Calatayud and others.

One may err off course in positing a seigneurial, rural, sparsely popu-
lated Aragon, as compared with a dynamic, urban (to the extent that we 
understand ‘urban’ in late medieval and early modern Europe) and commer-
cial Catalonia. But no this formulation is not inaccurate by much. Most of 
Catalonia was blessed by a Mediterranean climate. The Mediterranean Sea, 
nearby, mitigated the harshness of seasons (winter and summer). But, as Fer-
nand Braudel pointed out long ago, the Mediterranean can be quite cruel, 
and the lands on its shores are not lands of plenty. Nonetheless, Catalonia 
and its valleys sloping to the sea were far more fertile than their Aragonese 
counterparts (except for the Ebro basin), and its climate was more moderate 
along the coast.

Catalonia, in spite of economic and demographic reverses in the late Mid-
dle Ages, remained an enterprising region. It looked outward to its many 
Mediterranean holdings in Italy and the east. Its capital, Barcelona, although 
in decline by the late Middle Ages, dominated the entire region and imposed 
its commercial and entrepreneurial control on other areas of the county. 
Together with other regions of Spain, these geographical and linguistic enti-
ties formed the great puzzle that was medieval Spain, and is Spain today. 
Geography and climate moulded political and linguistic variations and led 
to the troubled and fractured character of the land.

Beyond Iberia

Although I have emphasised (and have sought to provide) offering the read-
ers a brief glance at Spain’s geography and linguistic plurality, it would be 
a disservice to them and to the topic not to note the topographical and 
linguistic differences that were to be found in Spain’s sprawling empire or 
colonial possessions. When one thinks of what the addition of Portugal, 
with its possessions in Africa, Brazil, and Southeast Asia in 1580, meant 
in terms of geographical, ethnic, and linguistic diversity, then any attempt 
at a comprehensive description becomes even more complicated. Portugal, 
for example, has a very distinct geography and climate, more in line with 
northwestern Spain, than it does with the rest of the peninsula (except in 
the Algarve in the south). Or think of the New World. When Dr. Chanca 
described the Caribbean islands in his account of Columbus’s second voyage 
to the New World in 1493, he never fails to remind the reader of the differ-
ences in the flora and fauna of the islands to southern Spain. For him, and 
for those many other Spaniards who followed in his footsteps to the New 
World, the Caribbean islands were paradisiacal habitats and places of won-
derment and amazement. Encountering three decades later the high plains 
of Mexico, the unique ecological habitats of the Yucatán Peninsula, or the 
high mountains and plains in the Andes, the Spaniards were constantly chal-
lenged by the different geographical contexts that they encountered in the 
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New World, the Philippines, and elsewhere throughout the Iberian world. 
And then, there was the endless plurality of languages in the Spanish socie-
ties throughout the world, the multi-vocality of different forms articulating 
culture, political needs, religious experiences. From Portuguese to Italian, to 
French and Flemish, with added varieties of German spoken in the Spanish 
European possessions, to the new and unknown languages of the colonies 
across the Ocean Sea, linguistic plurality, albeit the hegemony of Castilian in 
the peninsula and in the administration of the empire, was a constant reality 
(see Chapter 11).

One must not forget that Spanish missionaries in the New World – one 
could almost describe them as ethnographers or ethno-linguist avant la lettre –  
provided these languages, most significantly Nahuatl and Quechua, with 
alphabets and a written form in the Roman or Latin alphabet. We know 
the enduring nature of these linguistic communities to this very day, and 
how they have survived centuries of colonial domination. We also know the 
manner in which indigenous people, in their dealings with Spanish colonial 
administrators, deployed Mixtec, Zapotec, Nahuatl, Quechua and other 
languages.

Politics and culture

Spain in the fourteenth century, ca. 1350

If the geography and climate of the Iberian Peninsula and of its many ultra-
marine possessions show remarkable diversity, so does its political past. In 
the Iberian Peninsula itself, lingering political divisions and conflicting cul-
tural identities spawned an ‘invertebrate’ Spain, to invoke Ortega y Gasset’s 
adroit term – invertebrate, in the sense of its geographical and political frag-
mentation. Ortega y Gasset had employed the term to lament the absence 
of ‘feudalism’ in the peninsula (about which he was partially wrong), an 
absence to which he attributed Spain’s failure to develop a central unify-
ing core, which, for Ortega and many of his contemporaries, they meant 
Castile.8

In Castile, as was the case elsewhere in the peninsula, 1348–50, the 
chronological beginning of this book, witnessed the widespread appearance 
of pestilence, the so-called Black Death or bubonic plague. A  European-
wide phenomenon, the plague devastated vast areas of the Iberian Penin-
sula. Although we do not have vivid accounts of the pestilence in Spain as 
we have for Florence, as for example in the preface to Boccaccio’s Decam-
eron, we know that most economic activity came to a sudden stop, many 
villages throughout northern Castile and Catalonia were abandoned, and 
attempts were made to re-introduce harsh conditions on the peasantry as a 
way to secure their labour in the face of a demographic catastrophe. We also 
know that Castile’s ruler, the rather capable Alfonso XI (1312–50) was the 
only ruler in Europe to die from the plague. His untimely death, as he laid 
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siege to Gibraltar, ushered in a period of political conflict in Castile, a new 
usurping dynasty, the Trastámaras, and untold misery – which affected and 
shaped social history – until the reign of the Catholic monarchs and beyond.

One of the consequences of the plague in the diverse peninsular realms 
was an increase in violence against religious minorities, above all against 
the Jews, and vitriolic representations of those who were not part of the 
Christian community. As was the case in other parts of Western Europe, 
new religious sensibilities arose in the wake of the pestilence and widespread 
mortality. Demographically, the Spanish realms would not recover the pop-
ulation it had in 1300 until 1500. But these changing economic, religious 
and political conditions had also dire consequences in terms of Christian 
relations with religious minorities. A wave of violence swept the peninsula 
in 1391, leading to the forced conversion (there were some voluntary con-
versions as well) or killing of Jews throughout most of the peninsular urban 
centres. I will examine this violence in greater detail below, but it is impor-
tant to realise the connection between economic changes, demographic dis-
locations and religious violence.

Castile

In 1350, there was, as indicated before, no Spain. In most of the western 
region of the peninsula (except for Portugal), the kings of Castile-León ruled 
over a vast realm, the aggregate of numerous annexations and conquests 
over the kingdom’s 600-year history. Although the term Castile is used 
today to describe the most powerful and populous of the Iberian kingdoms 
in the early fourteenth century, its rulers knew better. They understood that 
Castile stood for a vast ensemble of far-flung, formerly independent politi-
cal entities, each with distinctive social, political and economic institutions. 
In a letter to the municipal council of Avila in 1475, Queen Isabella opened 
her charter with the formulaic listing of her titles: ‘Queen of Castile, of 
León, of Toledo, of Sicily, of Galicia, of Seville, of Córdoba, of Murcia, of 
Jaén, of the Algarbe, of Gibraltar, princess of Aragon and lady of Vizcaya 
and Molina’. With the exception of the titles of Sicily and Aragon, which 
she obtained through marriage to Ferdinand of Aragon, in 1469, and thus 
ruled only as a consort, all her other titles reflected the piecemeal formation 
of Castile by inheritance, family alliances and war. As late as the sixteenth 
century, Vizcaya, a part of the Basque country, insisted on preserving its par-
ticular relationship with the Crown and on safeguarding its ancient privi-
leges and liberties, which new Castilian kings or their representatives had to 
respect by an oath pledged under the ancient oak at Guernica, the symbol 
of Basque identity.

By 1350, and certainly by 1500, the Castilian kings (and queen) had 
taken powerful strides to centralise their authority over their entire realm, 
but local traditions, ancient customs and different languages undermined 
centralization and fostered the regionalism and particularism that remain 
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too vibrantly alive to this day. Although in theory the Castilian cortes, the 
equivalent of a parliament, represented the entire realm, in fact by the fif-
teenth century representation was limited to a few cities. In 1391, forty-nine 
towns sent representatives to the meetings of the cortes, but only seventeen 
had a vote in them by 1480. Most of the municipal councils sending procu-
rators to the meetings of the cortes were located in Castile proper; by the 
1480s, they were securely under royal control.

The population of Castile in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
included a substantial number of Mudejars (Moors living under Christian 
rule), Moriscos (Moors living under Christian rule and nominally converted 
to Christianity after the early sixteenth century), Jews, and Conversos (Jews 
who had converted to Christianity, or Christians with Jewish ancestry) (see 
Chapter 4). By the end of the fifteenth century, precisely in 1492, Jews are 
supposed to have numbered between 80,000 and 150,000 (there is endless 
controversy as to their actual number, though the lower figure is probably 
the most accurate), with an equal number of Conversos, while the figures for 
Moors and Moriscos (who were essentially part of the same group) are very 
difficult to determine. Although their numbers in areas of northern Castile 
barely reached 20,000, Moriscos overwhelmingly inhabited the newly con-
quered kingdom of Granada, like they did in most areas of rural Aragon 
and Valencia. In spite of continuous defections to North Africa, the Morisco 
population grew considerably throughout the sixteenth century (one of the 
accusations hurled against them was their fecundity) until the eve of their 
expulsion in the early seventeenth century, when their number, for the entire 
peninsula, is calculated to have been around 319,000.9 This religious diver-
sity (see below), which was articulated as ethnic (or ‘racial’) difference by 
many contemporaries and foreign visitors, added to the complexities of Cas-
tilian social life. Religious affiliation and ethnicity often crossed social and 
economic boundaries, muddling even further the wishfully neat arrange-
ment of Spanish society into orders.

Castile, as a political entity in the late Middle Ages and early modern 
period, has two distinct histories. Unlike its social history which presents 
no sharp breaks at the end of the fifteenth century, its political history is 
marked indelibly by the reign of the Catholic Monarchs: Isabella, queen of 
Castile (1474–1504), and Ferdinand, king of the Crown of Aragon (1479–
1516). Their regime was, in fact, a political watershed. To begin with, the 
royal marriage led, eventually, to the rule of Isabella’s grandson, Charles I of 
Spain (Charles V in Germany, 1516–56), and to Habsburg dominion (1516–
1700) over the disparate political units that made up Spain; this occurred in 
spite of such great obstacles as Isabella’s death in 1504, the vicissitudes of 
Joanna the Mad’s rule, Ferdinand’s second marriage and search for an heir 
of his own (which, if successful, would have caused further fragmentation 
of the peninsular kingdoms), and the vagaries of royal descent. Second, the 
reign of Isabella and Ferdinand brought to an end a century and a half of 
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incessant civil wars, wanton noble violence and continuous alienation of the 
royal domain into the hands of arrogant and spendthrift noble families and 
ambitious new men.

Throughout more than half of the fifteenth century, Castile was ruled by a 
weak and ineffectual king, John II (1406–54), whose favours wavered dan-
gerously between his able favourite, the enigmatic Don Alvaro de Luna who 
controlled him for most of his life, and his ambitious and ruthless cousins, 
the Infantes of Aragon, Don Enrique and Don Juan. The Infantes of Aragon 
were among the greatest and richest magnates in Castile, children of the 
late king of the Crown of Aragon, Ferdinand of Antequera (1412–16), and 
brothers of the king of Aragon, Alfonso V (1416–58). Don Enrique was 
master of the Military Order of Santiago, with control over its vast financial 
and military resources, while his brother Juan (John) became king of Nav-
arre through marriage and, eventually, king of Aragon at the death of his 
brother Alfonso V. Clearly, such powerful presences in the realm brought 
nothing but trouble. The political history of Castile throughout most of 
the first half of the fifteenth century, therefore, revolved around the conflict 
between Alvaro de Luna and the Infantes of Aragon for control of the king 
and the kingdom. Their unceasing struggles, and the excesses and cruelties 
of the magnates, had a nefarious impact on the life of the poor, mostly the 
peasantry. In the satirical poetry of the age, the nobility and the Crown are 
compared to wolves, and the poor people to lambs.

In the cities of the realm, the situation was not very different. Noble fac-
tions often used the populace as battering rams in their internecine struggles. 
In Seville and other Andalusi towns, for example, the followers of the great 
lords of Medina Sidonia fought those of the marquis of Cádiz through-
out most of the second half of the century, before the Catholic Monarchs 
restored peace. A good number of the anti-Converso riots and the violence 
of the 1440s and 1460s can be seen, as Angus MacKay has shown, as part 
of a broader cycle of violence and social unrest.10

John II’s death in 1454, a mere year after he had ordered the execution 
of his favourite, Alvaro de Luna, did not bring peace to Castile. His succes-
sor, Henry IV (1454–74), was as ineffectual as his father. Soon a tool of his 
favourites, all as greedy as Alvaro de Luna had been but none with Alvaro’s 
cunning and desire to protect royal privileges, the Crown became much 
imperilled by magnate ambitions. Armed conflicts between noble factions, 
costly and indecisive wars against Aragon and continuous skirmishes on 
the Granada frontier sank Castile into general anarchy and social discon-
tent. The political unrest reached its lowest point in the so-called ‘farce of 
Avila’, in which a group of high noblemen and high dignitaries of the Cas-
tilian Church removed all the symbols of office from an effigy of Henry IV, 
kicked the mannequin off the stage, removed him symbolically, and then in 
fact, from the throne and elected his under-age and easily controllable half-
brother, Alfonso, as the new king.11 When Alfonso died, thwarting magnate 
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ambitions, Henry IV wavered between his own daughter (though accusa-
tions of her illegitimacy were rampant), Juana, and his half-sister, Isabella, 
in naming an heir. He changed his mind with such frequency that when he 
died, in 1474, leaving Juana on the throne, the matter escalated into war.

With the support of Ferdinand, whom she had married in 1469, and 
of most of the Castilian cities, Isabella challenged the rule of her minor 
niece, Juana (also known as la Beltraneja, because she was thought to be 
the daughter of Beltrán de la Cueva, Henry IV’s intimate favourite). After 
a successful war against Portugal and against the noble factions that had 
supported Henry IV’s daughter, the Catholic Monarchs restored order to 
Castile and curbed the excesses of the nobility with remarkable speed. The 
rule of Isabella and Ferdinand marked a dramatic change in Castile. By the 
1480s, when they began to muster their forces for the final assault on Gra-
nada, the Catholic Monarchs had recovered most of the royal income that 
had been alienated to the high nobility during the late fourteenth century 
and most of the fifteenth. They turned the magnates from enemies of order 
and of the Crown into faithful servants of the realm. The nobility had no 
choice. They either obeyed and kept their social and economic privileges 
(which most did), or maintained their fratricidal political ambitions and lost 
their lives, went into exile, or suffered a severe diminution in their privileges.

Isabella and Ferdinand undertook a thorough reform of Castilian institu-
tions by creating royal councils (of the Hermandad, of the Inquisition, of the 
Indies, of the Mesta) to administer different aspects of the kingdom’s eco-
nomic, political and religious life. Moreover, the Castilian Church, which had 
been mired in the most abysmal corruption (see below, Part II, Chapter 3),  
and whose members – above all the lower clergy – lacked a proper educa-
tion, was turned into a militant Church, ready to advance the lofty claims 
of the monarchs.

Economic growth, educational reforms, an aggressive foreign policy, and 
the push for religious homogeneity – underscored by the establishment of 
the Inquisition in Castile in the 1480s and the decree of Expulsion of the 
Jews in 1492 – were important components of the overall programme of the 
Catholic Monarchs in Castile. The ‘miracle year’ of the Castilian monar-
chy, 1492, witnessed the surrender of Granada (1–2 January); the Decree of 
Expulsion (31 March); the actual exile of the Jews who did not convert, four 
months later; and Columbus’s sailing across the Ocean Sea in his mistaken 
search for a westward route to the Indies.

Although recent historians have rightly questioned the nature of the Cath-
olic Monarchs’ reforms and the depth of Isabella and Ferdinand’s centralis-
ing policies, arguing that many of the reforms had precedents in an earlier 
period or that the monarchs’ policies did not take real strides toward a 
‘modern’ centralised monarchy, their reign constituted a substantial break-
through in the political and religious life of the realm. Chronicles and other 
contemporary writings exude a sense of renovation, a feeling that their 
world had been drastically transformed.12
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Granada and Navarre

The story of Castile, one of crisis and renewal in the fifteenth century, was 
not that of the two other smaller kingdoms, Granada and Navarre, which, 
together with the Crown of Aragon, shared the fragmented map of the 
Spains before 1500. In 1492, Granada was the last outpost of Islam in the 
Iberian Peninsula, though the city and the kingdom had a long and fabled 
past. Already in the early thirteenth century, Granada was one of the largest 
cities in the peninsula, and its population rose to even greater numbers after 
the unsuccessful Mudejar rebellion in western Andalusia (1260s) and the 
subsequent expulsion of the Mudejars from Christian lands.

Against overwhelming forces, Granada’s Nasrid rulers were able to pre-
serve the independence of the kingdom for more than two centuries after 
the great Christian victories of the 1240s and 1250s. This was due partly 
to the surrounding rugged mountains which rendered military actions dif-
ficult, and partly to the steady flow of tribute which Granada’s rulers paid 
to the kings of Castile to fend off aggression, but mostly to the internecine 
struggles and political anarchy besetting Castile between the 1270s and Isa-
bella’s ascent to the throne in 1474. A rich kingdom, Granada served as a 
link (through its great port at Málaga) between North African and Christian 
markets, while developing its own specialised economy as an agricultural 
centre and producer of silk and other luxury items.

By the late fourteenth century, the cultural splendour of the city crystal-
lised in the building of much of the fabled Alhambra, a palace unmatched 
in its beauty by any other building in Iberia. Dynastic strife and the growing 
power of Castile, after Ferdinand and Isabella restored order in the 1470s, 
led to the final campaign against the city and its eventual fall to Chris-
tian troops on 2 January 1492. Although the terms of surrender guaranteed 
the Muslim population the right to practice its religion, intolerance set in 
directly, and harsh measures led to forced conversions and attempts at reset-
tling areas in Granada’s hinterland with Christians. The impact of these 
policies was to create an unstable political situation and social hierarchies 
based on religion, ethnicity and language, which eventually exploded (as we 
shall see later) in violent Morisco uprisings in the Alpujarras mountains in 
the late 1490s and 1560s.13

Navarre, a small kingdom uneasily perched between France and Spain, 
had a long and, for a brief period, successful history, one that predated that 
of its more powerful neighbours to the south, east and west. In the early 
eleventh century, under Sancho III the Great (1000–35), Navarre became 
the hegemonic Christian realm in the peninsula. Sancho’s sons and grand-
sons became the rulers of other Iberian kingdoms, which quickly overtook 
the power of their ancestral homeland. Ruled in the thirteenth century by 
the counts of Champagne and effectively under French control throughout 
most of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Navarre came to be governed 
by a member of the Aragonese branch of the Trastámara family, Juan (king 
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of Navarre, 1425–79, of Aragon, 1458–79). Thus, Navarre became deeply 
enmeshed in the conflicts between Castile and the Crown of Aragon, and, 
later in the fifteenth century, in the conflicts between France and Spain. In 
1512, the area of Navarre south of the Pyrenees was annexed to Castile. 
Another Navarre, a small and fledgling kingdom, remained quasi-independ-
ent on the French side. Henry of Navarre (or Henry of Bourbon, as the rul-
ing family was known), the putative king of the mountain kingdom, became 
king of France in 1589. His descendants ruled France until 1789 (and briefly 
between 1815 and 1830); in a final ironic twist, and with republican and 
dictatorial interludes, the Bourbons also ruled Spain from the early eight-
eenth century to the twenty-first century, the present king included. These 
Albret-Bourbons, heirs to the kings who had lost their realm to the greater 
power of Castile, returned to the peninsula two centuries afterwards and, 
under the influence of French centralising policies, forged a new Spain from 
its fragmented political components.14

The crown of Aragon

East of Castile, running from the Pyrenees to the Mediterranean Sea, lay 
a strange and wondrous political entity, known in the late Middle Ages 
and in the early modern period as the Crown of Aragon (la Corona de 
Aragón). In many ways, the Crown of Aragon was paradigmatic of the frag-
mented nature of Iberian politics, geography and language. One of the early 
reconquest kingdoms, Aragon’s origins date back to the early ninth century. 
Aragon’s expansion eastward and southward into Muslim lands – coincid-
ing with its newly gained autonomy from Navarrese tutelage  – began in 
earnest in the eleventh century. By the twelfth century, Ramón Berenguer IV  
(1131–62) already ruled over the county of Barcelona and the kingdom of 
Aragon.

This is the putative birth of the Crown of Aragon and the beginning of a 
long line of count-kings (also known later as the ‘Principality’) ruling over 
Catalonia as counts and the kingdom of Aragon as kings. Thus, the kings 
of the Crown of Aragon ruled over two distinct political entities with differ-
ent constitutional rights, different parliaments (corts) and languages. Under 
James I (Jaume I, 1213–76), Aragon-Catalonia embarked on active expan-
sion and settlement of the Mediterranean and the southeastern Muslim 
frontier. The island of Majorca was taken from the Muslims in 1229, and 
Ibiza in 1235. Southern expansion culminated with the taking of Valencia in 
1238. A rich prize indeed, Valencia received its own customs (the furs) and, 
like Aragon and Catalonia, had its own parliament or corts. Far more than 
in Castile, where the monarchs ruled over a fairly unified and centralised 
realm, the rulers of the Crown of Aragon (who were simultaneously kings 
of Aragon, counts of Barcelona and kings of Valencia) had to deal individu-
ally with the assemblies of each of these political units, with their different 
customs, systems of taxation and, as pointed out earlier, languages as well.
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The taking of Valencia marked, effectively, the end of Aragonese-Catalan 
ventures in the peninsula. The work of the Reconquest fell almost com-
pletely on Castilian shoulders, as the Crown of Aragon turned its back on 
further expansion south and westward and concentrated on its Mediterra-
nean interests. In 1285, the Crown of Aragon annexed Sicily, and by 1311 
Catalan soldiers and merchants had established their rule in what became 
the duchies of Athens and Neopatria, areas formerly held by the emperors 
of Byzantium.

Under James II (1291–1327), the Crown of Aragon became a formidable 
Mediterranean power. As the king restored peace throughout his realms, the 
corts of Tarragona (1319) decreed an end to the traditional practice of par-
titioning the kingdoms among the royal heirs, and the different realms form-
ing the Crown of Aragon were never to be divided again.15 After Martin I  
(1395–1410) died without heirs, the Crown of Aragon faced a constitu-
tional crisis. In the midst of considerable infighting for control of the crown 
and rising violence, representatives of the three parliaments composing the 
Crown of Aragon met at Caspe and elected Ferdinand of Antequera, a co-
regent of Castile and uncle to John II of Castile, as the new king. Hence-
forth, the Crown of Aragon was to be ruled by Castilians, and one family, 
the Trastámaras, would rule the peninsular kingdoms, with the exception 
of Granada and Portugal. As we saw earlier, however, close familial ties did 
not prevent internecine disputes and frequent open warfare between Castile 
and Aragon. Moreover, the Trastámara rulers of Aragon faced protracted 
disagreements with the Catalan corts. Ferdinand I and his successors were 
forced to acknowledge the Deputaçio (see below) of Catalonia (essentially 
based in and controlled by Barcelona) as the spokesman for Catalan liber-
ties and privileges.

During the rule of Alfonso V (1416–58), who exiled himself to Naples 
where he preferred to live and from where he ruled his Spanish kingdoms 
through viceroys and royal representatives, and that of his brother John II 
(1458–79), the Crown of Aragon faced innumerable problems. Civil unrest, 
open warfare between contending factions in Barcelona (the Biga and the 
Busca, the former composed of ‘honoured citizens’ and landlords; the lat-
ter representing merchants, artisans and urban workers), and the neglect of 
John II of Aragon, who was always drawn to Castilian affairs, led to civil 
war. The most vivid manifestation of this conflict was a full-scale peasant 
uprising, known as the war of the remenças (see below, Part II, Chapter 2).

When Ferdinand II, John II’s son and heir, married Isabella of Castile 
in 1469 and became co-ruler of Castile in 1474 and king of Aragon at his 
father’s death in 1479, the two main political units of ‘invertebrate’ Spain 
were united under the dual kingships of the Catholic Monarchs. But if this 
was a marriage of equals, what each of them brought to the marriage was 
very unequal indeed. Castile, in spite of its century and a half of continu-
ous political crises, was a fairly centralised monarchy even before Isabella’s 
reforms. With a population of perhaps as many as 4–5 million inhabitants 
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in the 1480s (demographic estimates vary greatly) compared to 1 million for 
the entire Crown of Aragon, with fixed political goals such as the re-estab-
lishment of order and the conquest of Granada, with a valuable commodity 
for export, wool, in almost unlimited quantities, and with an emerging and 
vibrant literary culture, Castile was by far the dominant power within the 
peninsula.

The rise of Castile coincided with the economic decline of the Crown 
of Aragon in general (with the exception of Valencia), and of Barcelona 
in particular. Many of the problems affecting the eastern Spanish king-
doms were not altogether of their own making. The slow decline of the 
Mediterranean economy, accelerated by the opening of the Atlantic trade 
and by the success of Portuguese trade in the Far East, negatively affected 
Barcelona and other Aragonese commercial centres. In truth, the Crown 
of Aragon was too difficult to rule, its different constituencies too hard to 
balance or to run harmoniously. There were too many parliaments and 
special interests to contend with on an individual basis. The Catalans, 
above all, jealously protected their ancestral liberties and institutions. Italy 
and the other Aragonese Mediterranean lands presented their own set of 
problems. Not surprisingly, Ferdinand II threw a great deal of his energy 
and cunning into the affairs of Castile. After all, the rulers of the Crown 
of Aragon, with the exception of some Italophiles such as Alfonso V,  
were Castilians in blood and heart. Besides Castile, Ferdinand II concerned 
himself with wider European issues, and especially with the ordering or 
recasting of the Italian political map after 1494. There, the troops and 
wealth that carried the day for Spain came from Castile. The neglect of 
the lands of the Crown of Aragon by its kings, benign neglect at times and 
not so benign at others, had dire consequences for the social and political 
history of Spain.

Last but not least, the Catholic Monarchs also promoted an aggressive 
policy in the Atlantic. Castile had a long interest in the western seas. The 
occupation of the Canary Islands by Castilian troops in the early fifteenth 
century highlighted Castilian interest in the Atlantic and Africa before 
Columbus. Although further Castilian ventures on the western coast of 
Africa were effectively checked by the Portuguese, who had an earlier jump 
in settling a network of factories and in controlling the southward sea lanes, 
Castile never relinquished its Atlantic ambitions. Christopher Columbus’s 
voyage in 1492, in his misguided effort to find a route to the ‘Indies’, opened, 
nonetheless, a fabulous new world to Castile. Although the American enter-
prise did not bear real profits until the conquest of Mexico in 1521, the dis-
covery of – or encounter with – first the islands of the Caribbean and later 
the mainland of America shifted the centre of Spanish history and economy 
from the Mediterranean and Africa to the New World. The Aragonese, ini-
tially excluded from trading or settling in America, were further removed 
from the centres of power and economic gains.
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Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: Spain in 
the world

By the early 1500s, the map of the Iberian Peninsula had been dramatically 
reshaped. Granada and Navarre had been annexed to Castile. Portugal had 
found its true vocation in maritime ventures along the coasts of Africa, India 
and Brazil; but between 1580 and 1640, it, too, fell under Spanish rule. The 
two other large political units, Castile and the Crown of Aragon, which had 
split apart briefly after Isabella’s death, were once again under a single king, 
Charles I (Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman empire), heir to the pen-
insular kingdoms through his maternal grandparents. But again, one must 
emphasise that this unity was only fulfilled in the figure of the king and that 
the deep political, economic, social, cultural and linguistic differences of a 
previous age remained almost unchanged. For the administrative and legal 
unity that is the landmark of true centralization, Spain had to wait until 
its French masters, the Bourbons, turned the plural entities of Spain into a 
single realm, a nation, in the eighteenth century. But this, as we know, took 
its toll.

The political and economic life of Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries can be discerned, in its briefest outline, through a series of themes 
or problems, which deeply affected the social structures of the kingdoms. 
These pivotal issues were:

1)	 the conquest and settlement of the New World from 1492 onwards and 
the impact of the New World on the Spanish and European economy, 
society and culture;

2)	 the establishment of the Habsburg dynasty, the birth of Imperial Spain, 
and the role of Spain in European affairs and in the Wars of Religion 
that were fought, primarily, in central and northern Europe throughout 
most of the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries;

3)	 the internal political organisation of the Empire in general and of Spain 
in particular;

4)	 the rebellion of the Alpujarras in 1568;
5)	 the crises that directly affected the peninsula: political, demographic 

and widespread epidemics that plagued the Spanish realms in the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; and, finally,

6)	 the growing unravelling of Spanish power in the rest of Europe and the 
almost fragmentation of Spain in 1640 with the temporary secession 
of Catalonia and the permanent loss of Portugal. This was reflected in 
the slow and inexorable decline of Spain in Europe through the second 
half of the seventeenth century – highlighted by the defeat of Spain in 
the Dutch revolt, the defeat of the Spanish tercios at Rocroi in 1643, 
the treaty of Westphalia in 1648, and the unfortunate rule of Charles II, 
known to contemporaries for very good reasons as the ‘bewitched’.
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America and Spain

When Ferdinand and Isabella decided to sponsor the rather adventurous 
request of Christopher Columbus in 1492, they could not have suspected 
the extraordinary consequences of their action. They went to their tombs – 
Isabella in 1504, Ferdinand in 1516 – with little understanding of what lay 
ahead or of how the discovery of this New World would transform Spain. 
In 1516, when the Aragonese king died, the Spanish enterprise in the Indies 
and its sparse settlements were mostly restricted to the islands of the Greater 
Antilles and to tentative incursions into the mainland. By then two things 
were becoming clear. First, there seemed to be no great profit in this affair. 
Hispaniola, Cuba and Puerto Rico had little or no gold, and none of the 
fabled spices of the East. Moreover, the native populations were dying at 
an alarming rate, the result of colonial abuse and disease; and the Spaniards 
themselves had great difficulty adapting to the diet and ecology of the Car-
ibbean. Second, these islands and the mainland nearby were not the Indies 
proper. And, as most of his critics and contemporaries had argued, Colum-
bus had erred in calculating the circumference of the earth. If this was not the 
Indies, if the wealth of China, Japan and the Spice Islands was nowhere to 
be found, what was this place? And what gain was there to be had from it?

By the mid-sixteenth century, after Cortés conquered the rich and power-
ful city of Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec empire, in 1521, and Pizarro 
equally obliterated the extensive and well-organized Inca empire in the 
1530s, Spain came to rule immense territorial expanses, with large native 
populations and untold wealth – silver mines in Guanajuato (Mexico), the 
fabled mines of Potosi (in today’s Bolivia). A river of silver, transported to 
Seville by two annual fleets, found its way into the altars of churches in 
Extremadura and elsewhere in Castile; but, more often than not, it went to 
pay for the wars waged by the Habsburgs in Italy, central Europe and the 
Low Countries.

The impact of America was not limited to its wealth, or to the effect of 
that wealth on the politics and economy of the Spains and Europe. In many 
respects, the income from the New World was smaller than that collected 
from taxes levied from the Castilian peasantry – and here it is convenient to 
remember, once again, that the taming of America was a Castilian, and not 
a Spanish, enterprise. The inhabitants of other regions of Spain (Catalonia, 
Aragon, etc.) were often forbidden to migrate to the New World. Along with 
plentiful lucre, the encounter with a vast continent inhabited by a heteroge-
neous population – some highly civilised, such as the Aztecs, the Mayas and 
the Incas; and some not, such as the natives in the Caribbean – presented the 
Spaniards with complex legal, moral, social and logistical dilemmas. The 
political and intellectual debates of early- and mid-sixteenth-century Spain 
revolved around the following problems: how to make sense of the human-
ity of America’s indigenous people, and how to treat its natives; how to set-
tle and administer such vast territories from a distant, overseas metropolis; 
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how to fend off the frequent forays of English, French and Dutch rivals. 
These concerns became important issues for the Spanish monarchy and 
affected its policies and behaviour at home.

America introduced a new dynamic element into Castilian and Spanish 
life. It siphoned off a population that Castile, for all its problems of drought 
and famine in the sixteenth century, could ill afford to lose. It led to a whole-
sale transfer of Spanish institutions, religious practices (and intolerance), 
social mores and culture, as well as the Castilian language, to the New 
World. Such large-scale colonisation, beyond the borders of the Old World, 
had never before been undertaken by a European power. The demands of 
America, and the example of America, brought about a restructuring of 
social categories and social relations within the peninsula itself. A  good 
number of the conquistadors, men of very humble origins, rose to positions 
of great prestige and power within colonial society, and even within Spain. 
American gold and silver, as Quevedo pointed out in the poem cited in the 
introduction, made nobles of lesser men, and provided the ugly with aston-
ishing makeovers.

The flow of bullion from the New World into Europe also triggered a rise 
in prices in Spain and elsewhere in the European world; it had a nefarious 
impact – together with the growing budgetary deficit of the monarchy, trig-
gered by the extraordinary expenses of war and court ceremonials – on the 
Spanish economy. Thrice in the sixteenth century, from the end of the rule 
of Charles I to the conclusion of that of Philip II, the Spanish monarchy had 
to declare bankruptcy. The peasants, most of all, suffered immensely from 
these economic upheavals. Unlike their better-off counterparts, few of them 
had the option of migrating to America.

America – with its exotic flora and fauna, its variegated people, its para-
disiacal ecology (which was already being devastated by the introduction 
of pigs, cows and large-scale cultivation of sugar cane) – forced Spaniards 
and Europeans to rethink the world and to discard long-held notions about 
the nature of humanity and of their own faith. In short, the authority of 
such classical and medieval texts as Pliny, John of Mandeville and others 
was demolished by the physical reality of the New World. Moreover, mis-
cegenation, which became widespread in the Spanish and Portuguese colo-
nies, and the introduction of African slaves into the New World, led to the 
elaborations of racial constructs that attempted to preserve the privilege and 
power of the white colonisers. Spain, which already had a long history of 
dealing with both ethnic and religious heterogeneity, was forced once again 
to face the issue of racial plurality, not only in the Americas, but also in the 
metropolis as well.16

The Habsburgs in Spain

The political history of Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was, 
in many respects, the outcome of political alliances set in motion by the 
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Catholic Monarchs in the late fifteenth century and of what Machiavelli 
described as fortuna, which we can translate loosely as luck or fate. The 
well-laid plans of Ferdinand and Isabella to achieve peninsular unity by 
marrying their eldest daughter, the Infanta Isabel, to João II, heir to the Por-
tuguese throne and later king of Portugal, and to encircle France by matri-
monial alliances with England (Catherine’s marriage to the English heir and 
Joanna’s marriage to Philip the Handsome, heir to Flanders), yielded very 
different results from those intended. The premature deaths of Isabel and her 
son, and the well-known difficulties of Catherine and her famous divorce 
from Henry VIII of England, left Joanna and her consort, Philip the Hand-
some, as heirs to Castile. After Isabella the Catholic’s death in 1504, Ferdi-
nand withdrew, or was forced to withdraw, to his Aragonese lands, married 
again, and sought a new heir for the Crown of Aragon. When Ferdinand 
died without issue in 1516, Charles, the son of Joanna and Philip, became 
the foremost heir in Christendom. Through his mother Queen Joanna, who 
allegedly went mad soon after the death of her husband in 1506 and was 
confined to a castle until her death in 1555, the young Charles, born with 
the century in 1500, inherited Castile and all Castilian possessions overseas. 
From his grandfather, Ferdinand of Aragon, Charles inherited the lands of 
the Crown of Aragon, the Balearic Islands, and the Aragonese claims in 
Italy and in the eastern Mediterranean. Through his father, Philip the Hand-
some, the young Charles inherited from his paternal grandmother the Low 
Countries (with fabulously wealthy Flanders as the centrepiece) and claims 
to the rich Burgundian tradition as well. Finally, from his paternal grandfa-
ther, Maximilian, the young king inherited Bohemia and the claims to the 
imperial title.

When in 1517 Charles travelled to Spain to claim his crowns, he spoke no 
Castilian (or Catalan) and came surrounded by a bevy of Flemish advisers. 
He was not welcomed in either Castile or Aragon, and the parliaments of 
both kingdoms made their granting of new taxes or subsidies conditional 
on various demands  – among them, that the new ruler learns Castilian, 
dismiss his foreign retinue, and take up residence in Spain. In 1521, dis-
content exploded into armed insurrection, as members of the urban oligar-
chies and lower nobility in Castile rose up in arms in what is known as the 
Comunero movement (from community or communal). In Valencia, arti-
sans and urban workers (Germanías) took violent action against authority 
and property. When Charles crushed the resistance in Castile at the battle 
of Villalar and overpowered the rebels in Valencia, he established his undis-
puted rule throughout the diverse kingdoms (see below). At the same time, 
he bribed the imperial electors into choosing him as emperor of the Holy 
Roman Empire.

The Habsburg inheritance, for better or worse, drew Spain into the 
wider affairs of Europe. Through its intervention in Italy and conflicts with 
France, Spain had in fact already experienced the labyrinthine antagonisms 
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of European dynastic politics before Charles came to the throne, but never 
to the extent that it did after 1521. The Habsburgs’ stake in central Euro-
pean affairs and the rising moral and political challenges of the Reforma-
tion entangled Spanish interests, wealth and manpower in endless religious 
wars far away from the peninsula. Even after Charles V’s abdication in 
1556 – when Charles’s son Philip II (1556–98) inherited Spain, the overseas 
empire, the Low Countries, and Italian possessions; and Charles’s brother 
Ferdinand was handed Bohemia, the German lands, and the imperial title in 
1558 – Philip, the new king of Spain, was still obligated by family protocols 
to support Habsburg political pursuits in central Europe, a policy which in 
the next century would prove fatal to Spain’s well-being.

The Habsburg inheritance brought more than just political complica-
tions. The social history of Spain, above all of Castile, has to be seen against 
a backdrop of endless wars that Castilians, mostly peasants, paid for with 
their taxes and, often, with their lives. The Habsburgs – or the ‘Austrias’, 
as they were known in Spain  – also brought a heightened sense of cere-
mony, and the colours of Burgundy (black and white). Most of the things 
we identify today as emblems of Spain’s pride of place in sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Europe made their way into the peninsula in the coffers 
of the Habsburg interlopers and their advisers. But Charles V and his son 
Philip also brought to Spain the teachings of Erasmus, a taste for Flemish 
art, and paintings by Hieronymus Bosch, Pieter Brueghel and others that 
today play their part in making the Prado one of the greatest museums in 
the world.

The policies of the Habsburgs opened deep rifts in the social fabric of 
Spain, bringing economic collapse in the mid-sixteenth century and worsen-
ing social conditions late in the century and throughout most of the next 
one. The Habsburgs’ political and religious policies in central Europe, even 
if not consciously designed against Spain, nonetheless had dire consequences 
for the history of the Spanish realms. And the Castilians, though always 
respectful and even loving of their monarchs, knew it.

There is a famous anecdote, retold by Juan Reglà in one of the volumes 
of Vicens Vives’s Historia de España y América, which describes a peasant 
engaged in conversation with Charles V. The peasant does not know he is 
speaking to the emperor and complains bitterly about how the subjects of 
the king have ruined themselves paying taxes to sustain a foreign policy 
which, as the story implies, has done very little for the Castilian peasantry, 
or for Spain as a whole. In a satirical poem of the early seventeenth cen-
tury, also cited by Reglà, Quevedo addresses the Spanish monarch more 
directly:

In Navarre and Aragon / there is no one who contributes a real [a mon-
etary unit] / Catalonia and Portugal are of the same opinion / Only Castile 
and León / and the noble Andalusian kingdom / carry the cross on their 
shoulders / Catholic majesty [the title of the king of Spain].17
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The administrative and political organisation of Spain  
and its empire

In this brief account of what Spain was like in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, some attention must be given to the institutional structures that 
allowed for the running of Spain and its sprawling empire. A good num-
ber of the administrative practices of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Spain can be traced to the reforms the Catholic Monarchs carried out in late  
fifteenth-century Castile, though many of the new institutions also harkened 
back to earlier medieval precedents. The councils (of the Inquisition, of the 
Santa Hermandad, of the Indies, etc.) served as the equivalent of ministries 
today and oversaw the conduct of affairs within their well-delimited juris-
dictions. The Habsburgs adopted, without too many alterations, many of 
these late medieval administrative practices to run their burgeoning empire. 
But they also introduced significant changes.

The contrasts between Charles V and his son Philip II were enormous. The 
former accompanied his troops to the battlefield, and still issued personal 
challenges to rival kings. The latter worked tirelessly at his desk. Charles 
V was one of the last medieval kings who remained captive to a code of 
chivalry and courtliness. Philip II was certainly courtly as well, but he was 
first and foremost the master (and servant) of a nascent state. Surrounded 
by a host of secretaries, Philip attempted to supervise and to run everything 
that pertained to his kingdoms. Such meticulous rule required a centre. 
The Castilian monarchy – unlike the Crown of Aragon, where kings had 
clearly defined administrative centres at Zaragoza, Barcelona and Valencia –  
had long been a peripatetic monarchy. Burgos, Valladolid, Toledo, Seville, 
Granada and other cities had served, at one time or another, as tempo-
rary administrative capitals and ceremonial centres for Castilian rulers. In 
1561, Philip II invented a new capital, Madrid. The city lay close enough to 
his beloved monastery at the Escorial; and in the mid-sixteenth century its 
insignificance as a city, its lack of powerful local lords (which Seville had) 
or powerful ecclesiastics (which Toledo had), rendered it the perfect site for 
a royal capital. Toledo desperately coveted the honour of being the capital, 
but its powerful Church posed an obstacle to Philip’s jealous wish to rule, at 
least in Castile, without restrictions.

Madrid thus became the capital of a highly centralised kingdom, Castile, 
and of a rather ‘invertebrate’ empire, the Spanish Empire or, after 1556, the 
Spanish monarchy. Nothing really changed, except that now the Spanish 
kings remained in one place instead of constantly perambulating across the 
Castilian plain. Castile still ruled, while the rest of the empire – the Crown 
of Aragon, Italy, the Low Countries, and America – enjoyed some of the 
benefits (and suffered the great inconvenience) of having Castilian masters. 
As Quevedo’s poem makes clear, the non-Castilian domains contributed lit-
tle in terms of taxes (with the exception of America), and even less in terms 
of manpower. Castile thus carried an inordinately heavy burden – the cross 

 



The making of Spain  33

of ‘Catholic majesty’ – upon its spindly shoulders. Its inability to continue 
carrying this burden unassisted brought about the catastrophes of 1640 and 
the demise of Spain as a great power in European affairs.

Castilian hegemony was not limited to politics, taxes and war, but 
extended to a wide range of cultural and spiritual matters. As will be seen 
later, the Castilian Church led the ecclesiastical reforms that were subse-
quently imposed throughout the Spains; the Inquisition headquarters resided 
in Madrid. Far more significantly, Castile imposed its language. It did so in 
pitiless ways, which offended the sensibilities of subjects throughout the 
empire. By the sixteenth century, advancement in the royal bureaucracy was 
not restricted to Castilians, though they enjoyed the lion’s share of positions, 
but the Castilian language was a requirement. The proud viceroys, servants 
of the emperor-king, poured out of Castile into the rest of the empire to rule 
parts that were not Castile as representatives of the king, while Philip II, 
now safely ensconced in his austere rooms at the monastery of the Escorial, 
sat serenely at the centre of his vast web.

If Philip II, as failed as some of his policies were, was, nonetheless, a 
conscientious ruler, deeply involved in his multiple realms’ affairs and in the 
well-being of his subjects, the same could not be said for his descendants. 
Philip III (1598–1621), Philip IV (1621–63), and Charles II (1665–1700), 
respectively son, grandson, and great-grandson to ‘the Prudent King’, were, 
at best, indolent or neglectful of their role and obligations as rulers. At 
worst, as was the case of Charles II, beset with mental and physical infirmi-
ties. Not even the brilliance of some of the Spanish officials, the Count-Duke 
of Olivares (1587–1645) could prevent Spain’s unravelling in the seven-
teenth century. Other powers were on the rise – France, the Dutch Republic, 
and England – and Castile could no longer carry the burden of its many 
military commitments around the world. When Olivares, through his plan 
known as the ‘Union of Arms’, attempted to make the different parts of the 
Spanish monarchy contribute with taxes and manpower (as has been noted 
earlier), Spain almost disintegrated in 1640.

The rebellion of the Alpujarras

For the dynamics of social relations in Spain, the revolt of the Alpujarras 
was, in the sixteenth century, what the attacks against Conversos and the 
Edict of Expulsion of 1492 had been in the fifteenth: a litmus test of the abil-
ity of Spaniards to integrate people with different languages and customs 
into the national project. The terms of the surrender of Granada guaranteed 
the defeated Muslims the freedom of their faith. These terms, despite the 
policy of tolerance adopted by Hernando de Talavera, the first archbishop 
of the newly conquered city, were soon set aside. Around the turn of the 
century (1499), there was increased pressure on the Muslims of Granada 
to convert to Christianity. In 1499, the Muslims in the rugged countryside 
south of Granada, the Alpujarras, rose up in arms against their Christian 

 



34  The geographical and political setting

overlords. Quickly put down, the uprising, known as the First Alpujarras 
rebellion, gave added impetus to the Catholic Monarchs’ long-held ambi-
tion of conquering North Africa and establishing Christian rule there. Ferdi-
nand and Isabella recognised, as did their adviser, the archbishop of Toledo 
Ximénez de Cisneros, the bond linking North Africa and the Muslim popu-
lation of Iberia. They sought to sever this connection by carrying the banner 
of Castile across the Mediterranean. The death of Isabella in 1504 and the 
new demands of war in Italy, however, limited Castilian operations in North 
Africa to a few territorial gains, such as Oran, and brought about a policy 
of accommodation, whereby the Moors were nominally converted to Chris-
tianity but were in reality free to practice their ancestral religion, to speak 
Arabic and to dress as Muslims.

A complex set of economic and political factors  – the decline of silk 
manufacturing, the mainstay of Morisco wealth, and internecine struggles 
between noble factions – served as context for heightened inquisitorial activ-
ities against the Moriscos. In 1566, when the forty-year truce and morato-
rium on repression against former Muslims came to an end, Philip II, seeing 
that little progress had been made in integrating Moriscos into Christian and 
Spanish life, ordered a series of punitive measures. These attacks against the 
Morisco religion, language and culture were fuelled by religious intolerance 
and by fears of a Turkish invasion linking up with an alleged Morisco fifth 
column. In Chapter 7, we will examine in greater detail the violence that 
resulted from these measures, but for now it suffices to say that Philip II’s  
actions led to a second violent uprising in the Alpujarras. The war to sub-
due the rebels was carried out with unusual savagery on both sides, and 
the eventual defeat of the Moriscos led to their relocation throughout small 
towns in Castile and to the migration – over 50,000 strong – of Christian 
settlers into the now emptied lands around Granada. The consequences for 
the history of social relations in Spain were considerable, as was the result-
ing endemic violence, which continued to plague the mountains of southern 
Spain into the modern age.18

A century (and a half) of crisis

From the mid-sixteenth century to 1640, Spain, in spite of many successes 
and accomplishments (especially in terms of cultural achievements), began 
a low spiral downwards. Contemporaries did not always understand the 
nature of the sometimes subtle, and sometimes radical, changes that slowly 
transformed the Spanish monarchy’s economy and social life. Reformers, 
in their numerous pamphlets aiming to help Spain’s recovery (the so-called 
arbitristas), debated ad nauseam how to re-invigorate the Spanish economy 
or to deny that Spain was really in decline. That debate on whether Spain 
was declining or not, or on whether contemporaries were aware of the trou-
bles besetting Spain was articulated most engagingly in the pages of Past & 
Present several decades ago. The decline of Spain in the later parts of the 
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early modern period remains one of the crucial questions in the social, eco-
nomic, and political history of the Spains. How and why did Spain decline? 
Did it decline after all? When was the critical moment in which one could 
no longer ignore the signs of decline? Surely, 1640 was already too late as a 
starting point (see also Chapter 12). After all, a series of problems have been 
growing for the previous decades that made 1640, in many respects, una-
voidable. The dangers that confronted Spain and its considerable colonial 
empire were both internal as well as international. For the sake of clarity, 
I deal with them as separate categories, but, of course, they were all inti-
mately connected.

The social and economic issues that faced Philip II and his two immediate 
successors became, in time, so overwhelming that there was no way out of 
them, except downwards. Many years ago, Sir John H. Elliott in his magis-
terial Imperial Spain, 1469–1716 (there is a new edition) provided a clear 
summary of the issues that beset Spain from roughly the second half of the 
sixteenth century to the middle of the seventeenth. Internationally, Spain 
was drawn, as the sole defender of Habsburg interests in Central Europe 
and of the Catholic Church against the rise of Protestantism, into debilitat-
ing religious wars that would consume most of the income of Spain. Since 
the Spanish monarchy, especially after Charles V’s abdication, depended 
heavily of taxes raised in Castile  – the amounts raised in the Crown of 
Aragon were negligible – the burden grew heavier and heavier on those who 
paid taxes in the kingdom of Castile. Since many were exempted from taxes 
because of their ecclesiastical or noble status (something that was related 
to the nature of Spanish society), more was demanded from a dwindling 
population of taxpayers.

War in Central Europe became even more burdensome when other mili-
tary theatres came into play. The revolt of the United Provinces or what 
would become the Netherlands, beginning in 1566, also drew Spanish 
armies and precious resources into the fray. In the Mediterranean, the Otto-
man threat had not abided. A fierce corsair war in the Western Mediterra-
nean, carried out by proxies for the Ottoman Empire, threatened the lines 
of communication and trade between Iberia and Italy. Even after the signal 
victory of Spain and its allies at Lepanto in 1571 over an Ottoman fleet, the 
Mediterranean remained a dangerous waterway for Spanish trade.

France that had been mired in religious conflict, into which Spain inter-
fered to fan the fires of civil discord, saw a restoration of unity under the 
capable hands of the new Bourbon king, Henry IV (1589–1610). As Philip II’s  
life ebbed in a series of debilitating illnesses, France made its bid for hegem-
ony in Western Europe. The French had long been, since their rivalry with 
Spain over Italy in the late fifteenth century, a redoubtable enemy of Spain. 
As Spain declined, France was on the ascendancy and would eventually 
replace Spain as the arbiter of continental Europe. At the same time, other 
powers came to the fore. The Dutch Republic proved to be a formidable 
enemy on the battlefield and a dynamic economic rival. England under 
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Elizabeth I (1558–1603) became a thorn in the side of Spanish interests 
in Flanders and in the New World. The English, besides their victory over 
the Spanish so-called Invincible Armada in 1588 (mostly defeated by the 
weather than by English ships), carried out a very profitable raid and corsair 
war on Spain’s lines of communication with the New World and the Philip-
pines, as well as on Spanish possessions across the Ocean Sea. On this topic, 
however, one must note again Spain’s remarkable success in maintaining 
control over its colonial empire in the face of decline and attacks from other 
powers in Europe.

Political adversity was compounded by economic weaknesses. The eco-
nomic structures of Castile were inherently weak and incapable of sus-
taining such far-flung imperial ambitions. Being the policeman of Europe 
exacted a heavy price. Being the defender of the faith (the Catholic Church), 
a task, which was essentially political as well, also exacted a heavy toll. 
Bankruptcies occurred throughout the second half of the sixteenth century, 
showing that Spain’s ambitions were greater than its resources. The influx 
of American silver placed great stress on the stability of the economy. As 
did the collapse of Antwerp after Spanish unpaid armies sacked the city in 
1576 (see Chapter 11), driving many Protestant merchants to an ascending 
Amsterdam. Antwerp, the economic capital of the Spanish monarchy, was 
no more.

If external political and economic problems impacted Spanish society, 
so did the internal crises that became more acute from the waning years of 
the sixteenth century onwards. Although these crises manifested themselves 
in diverse ways, several specific issues became central for Spanish society 
in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. One was the already men-
tioned economic pressures placed upon the Castilian farmers or agricul-
turalists. When harvests failed, schemes to improve irrigation or promote 
agriculture were abandoned, and pestilence spread throughout the land. 
Spain’s economy and society suffered greatly and the crises that swept Cas-
tile and other Spanish realms toward the end of the sixteenth century would 
have tremendous consequences during the decades to come. John H. Elliott 
describes it as a state of disillusionment, or desengaño, or, as he eloquently 
expresses it:

The failures in France and the Netherlands, the sack of Cadiz by the 
English, and the King’s request for a national donativo (a gift) in 1596 
as bankruptcy struck, completed the disillusionment that had begun 
with the defeat of the Invincible Armada. Then, to crown it all, came 
the plague. The unbroken succession of disasters threw Castile off bal-
ance. . . . The country felt itself betrayed – betrayed perhaps by a God 
who had inexplicably withdrawn His favour from His chosen people. 
Desolate and plague-stricken, the Castile of 1600 was a country that 
had suddenly lost its sense of national purpose.

(Elliott, 293)
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We see similar developments at work throughout the modern world. Unlike 
today, when populations turn towards authoritarian populism and bizarre 
extreme political positions (as is the case in the 2016 US political campaign), 
the peasants of Castile fled. From the core of the Spanish monarchy, that is, 
the plains of Old and New Castile and the fertile lands of Andalucía, many 
sought a new start on the periphery or in the New World. The expulsion 
of the Moriscos (see below) did not help either. Almost 300,000 of them, 
including the many who had tilled the banks of the Ebro River in Aragon 
or the productive gardens of Valencia, were expelled from Spain to grave 
consequences for the agricultural well-being of the realm.

The unravelling of Spanish power

From being the hegemonic power in, and the policemen of, Europe, as it 
was obvious in the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis (1559), the wars and dif-
ficulties outlined above made Spain a third rate power after the 1640s, even 
though, in spite of its weaknesses (and this is worth emphasising again) it 
did not lost its extensive empire. Other powers, as noted above, came to the 
fore. Economically weak, politically mismanaged, beset by internal social, 
economic and political crises, Spain sank into almost political irrelevance, 
as it waited for renewal under the Bourbon rulers in the eighteenth century.

The external crises and the internal ones had a deleterious impact on the 
internal organisation of Spain. Castile could no longer support the empire. 
All the different kingdoms that formed the composite monarch that was 
Spain had to put their shoulders to the wheel and push. Signs of unrest grew 
apace. Aragon rose up in arms in the early 1590s in opposition to what they 
saw as Madrid interference into their liberties and privileges. The mountains 
in the areas north of Zaragoza and Ribagorza were dens of bandits that 
committed wanton acts of violence against Moriscos (see below). Banditry 
was widespread throughout the land, especially in mountainous regions. 
When Olivares, Philip IV’s very capable prime minister sought to have all 
the different kingdoms contribute to the war effort and to the renovation 
of the realms, Portugal and Catalonia seceded and other regions threatened 
to do so as well. Olivares went mad shortly after the defeat of his plans and 
the blow of the first defeat of the fabled Spanish tercios in a pitched battle 
at Rocroi in 1643. The treaty of Westphalia and the settlements with the 
United Provinces only confirmed Spain’s defeat. Ahead was the reign of the 
feeble-minded and incompetent Charles II (1665–1700). Art declined; plays 
became imitative (with some notable exceptions). A  sense of melancholy, 
disillusionment, to use Elliot’s description, set upon the land.

Culture

Even if briefly (a more detailed account of the social importance of cultural 
developments will be found in a subsequent chapter), we must examine the 
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cultural developments of Spain in the period between 1400 and 1700. In 
fifteenth-century Spain, the three great literary languages, Galician, Cata-
lan and Castilian, followed very different courses. Galician, which in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries had been the preferred language of courtly 
poetry, had, for all practical purposes, ceased to be a literary language. Poets 
such as Alfonso Alvarez de Villasandino (1345–ca.1424) and others, though 
Galician by birth, wrote in Castilian and made their living from the patron-
age of great Castilian lords. The geographical isolation of Galicia and its 
increased economic backwardness made it a secondary cultural centre by 
the late fifteenth century and kept it outside the main currents of Spanish 
culture until the nineteenth century.

In Castile and in the Crown of Aragon, the story was very different indeed. 
The political ties to Naples and the familiarity with Italy made fifteenth-
century Castile, Aragon and Catalonia lively cultural centres. The embrace 
of Italian humanism and the translation of Italian literary works were paral-
leled by the production of vigorous Catalan and Castilian works of theatre, 
poetry and chivalrous romances. Such distinguished works as Fernando de 
Rojas’s play La Celestina, the poetry of Jorge Manrique, and the romances 
of Martorell indicate the high degree of sophistication achieved by a small 
literary elite. Nobles became patrons of the arts, collected books, and, like 
Jorge Manrique and Iñigo de Mendoza, wrote great works of art. The so-
called ‘arms vs. letters’ controversy was, by the fifteenth century, a phan-
tasm; arms and letters defined nobility throughout most of the lands of the 
Spains (see Part II, Chapter 3).

This cultural revival was not limited to those of high rank. The grow-
ing needs of the nascent state, above all in Castile, required a well-trained 
bureaucracy. Universities became, by the fifteenth century, and much more 
so by the sixteenth, avenues for social promotion. The children of the urban 
elite and of the lower nobility, and the university-trained letrados, came to 
occupy an important place in Spanish society as servants of the Crown and 
members of the professional classes. Moreover, by the end of the fifteenth 
century, the extensive reforms of the Catholic Monarchs included a renewal 
of educational zeal. The work of Nebrija – above all his Arte de la lengua 
castellana (The Art of the Castilian Language) in 1492, the first grammar 
of a modern European language – established Castilian as the ‘language of 
Empire’. In addition, the philological work sponsored by Cardinal Ximénez 
de Cisneros, founder of the University of Alcalá de Henares (1508), led to 
the fabled polyglot Bible – an edition of the Bible with parallel versions in 
Hebrew, Chaldean, Greek and Latin – a major contribution of pre-Golden 
Age Spain to European culture.

The ascendancy of Castilian, now associated with the centralising poli-
cies of Castile and with the discovery of the New World, marked the partial 
demise of Catalan. In sixteenth-century Spain, Aragonese, Valencian and 
Catalan authors, many of whose works were crucial to the development of 
the Golden Age of Spanish letters (one of the best examples is Juan Boscán, 
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who wrote poetry in the style of Petrarch), now wrote exclusively in Castil-
ian, even though at the local level Catalan remained the language of business 
in the eastern part of the peninsula for both oral and written transactions.

By the early sixteenth century, coinciding with the poetry of Garcilaso de la 
Vega (ca.1501–36), the Siglo de Oro (the Golden Age) of Spanish literature 
and art was well under way. For the next 120 years, Spain’s output of literary, 
artistic and musical masterpieces equalled or surpassed that of any other Euro-
pean culture. The plays of Lope de Vega, Tirso de Molina and the incompara-
ble Calderón de la Barca, the picaresque novels, the great novels by Cervantes, 
and the paintings of El Greco and others did more than just contribute to the 
dazzling cultural life of early modern Europe. Spanish high culture, its litera-
ture and art, was, perhaps more than in any other European culture, deeply 
embedded in the social fabric of the country, and in its social transforma-
tions.19 Missing from this discussion is the importance of Arabic as a learned 
language, and the importance of other cultural forms, such as painting, music, 
architecture and sculptures among them. Below, a new chapter (Chapter 11) 
examines the social role that religion and art had on Spanish society from the 
middle of the fourteenth century to the end of Habsburg rule in 1700.

Conclusion

Between 1348 and 1700, Spain underwent important political and cultural 
transformations. Its variegated geography and climate dictated the fragment-
ing of its political organisation. When our story begins, at the end of the four-
teenth century, the Iberian Peninsula was divided into distinct, often warring, 
political entities. Castile, lying in northwestern, central, and south-central Ibe-
ria, was the largest and most populated of the kingdoms, but the Crown of 
Aragon – a political unit comprising three independent realms (Aragon, Cata-
lonia and Valencia) – cultivated its own political goals and fostered institutions 
that differed completely from those of Castile. In the southeast, the Muslim 
kingdom of Granada held its own until 1492, while on the opposite corner of 
the peninsula Navarre retained a fledgling independence until its final absorp-
tion into Spain in the early sixteenth century. Portugal, on the western front of 
the peninsula, completed the complex political mosaic of Iberia.

After Ferdinand and Isabella centralised power in Castile, their Habsburg 
descendants ruled a nominally united Spain throughout the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. As we have seen, this unity was only superficial, and 
the assorted constituents  – mainly Castile and the three branches of the 
Crown of Aragon – preserved their particular institutions. Culturally, how-
ever, Castile’s supremacy from the sixteenth century onwards led to the lin-
guistic hegemony of the Castilian language and its literary forms over other 
regionally autochthonous forms. In many respects, the unrelenting pursuit 
of political and cultural autonomy in the last thirty years of the twentieth 
century has been an attempt to reverse the policies of late medieval and early 
modern Spanish kings.
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A society of orders

 



 



2	� Those who have not
Peasants and town dwellers

‘The world had peasants before it had nobles’, said the peasant woman from 
the village of La Sagra, offering a nugget of popular wisdom to the officials 
who were collecting information for the Relaciones histórico geográficas, 
the great survey of Castilian customs ordered by Philip II in the late six-
teenth century.1 Historians, following traditional late medieval and early 
modern social discourses, have nonetheless preferred to endorse the notion 
of a hierarchical order of nobles and of clergymen on top and of peasants 
on the bottom. Lacking access to the centres of power, the peasants were 
indeed outranked by the nobility, the clergy and even the urban population. 
But their endless toil and financial contributions supported the entire edifice 
of society. As the Abbé Sieyes argued in his influential pamphlet What Is the 
Third Estate? (1789), without noblemen or clergymen, the French nation 
would still have endured; without the third estate, i.e., those who worked, 
it would not. In the period between 1350s and 1700, Spain would be unim-
aginable and would not have endured without its peasants. They faithfully 
paid their taxes that helped to finance Spain’s foreign involvements. They 
produced the food that filled the tables of nobles and ecclesiastics. They died 
in the many battlefields in which Spain was engaged throughout this period. 
They migrated to America and other parts of the Spanish empire, helping 
populate the farthest corner of the Spanish Empire.

In terms of numbers and economic output, those who worked the land, 
often under extremely harsh conditions and for very meagre returns, fed and 
paid for the upkeep of all of society. They were represented by the discourse 
of the period as vulgar and ignorant, as occasionally brutish and less than 
human. But even though they were viewed as objects of ridicule at best, 
and were more often than not despised and seen as degraded,2 the peasants 
remained, for as long as they could, doggedly faithful to the working and 
tending of the land.

Peasants3

I have been using the word peasant to describe what in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century amounted to probably over 80 per cent of the 
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entire population of Spain; but the term peasant is packed with strong ideo-
logical connotations that do not always fit the diverse conditions and social 
standings of those who worked and lived on the land. In short, the social 
rank of those who engaged in agriculture varied and encompassed many 
different types of people. In the period under study, the social, economic 
and cultural distance between a well-to-do farmer – in many respects equal 
in standing to a member of the lower nobility – and an agricultural journey-
man was forbidding indeed. The documents of the age and the language of 
the theatre use the term ‘labrador’ (one who ploughs the field), but many 
labradores described in the sources never put their hands to a plough; others 
did it for them.

We are therefore confronted, at the very beginning of this enquiry, with 
the problem not just of defining social subsets within a variety of social 
and economic niches which the people we call peasants occupied, but of 
considering regional differences, varying agricultural practices and the dif-
ferent types of settlements that covered Spain from corner to corner. This 
becomes even more complicated when one considers the diverse manner in 
which Spaniards exploited the land in the New World. There vast number of 
indigenous people had been subjugated and put to work on the land under 
diverse sets of regulations. To them, we should add the growing number of 
African slaves. From the early sixteenth century onwards, plantations, dedi-
cated mostly to the cultivation of sugar, grew apace throughout the Carib-
bean and other parts of the New World. The conditions under which slaves 
toiled in the American colonial possessions (and that also included eventu-
ally English colonies as well) were radically different from the social stand-
ing of the lowest and most destitute peasant in the Iberian Peninsula. How 
are we, then, to classify the peasants? And how did the diverse social levels 
in Spain operate and interact in the late Middle Ages and early modern 
period? There are several ways to establish a typology of the Spanish peas-
antry. A regional approach would group the peasantry according to areas of 
inhabitation. Peasants in verdant Cantabria (northern Spain) had different 
lifestyles, lived in smaller villages and engaged in agricultural pursuits and 
livestock activities that differed from those of Andalusia or Valencia in the 
south and southeast of the peninsula. In the small and numerous villages 
of the north, many peasants enjoyed full ownership of their lands or most 
likely had long-term or life leases. They engaged in dairy farming, tended 
to livestock and grew fruit trees and some grain. In the south, large villages 
were settled quite at a distance from one another. The peasants who lived 
there laboured as daily journeymen in large latifundia and engaged in the 
typical agricultural tasks of the south: the cultivation and care of vineyards, 
olive trees and cereals in Andalusia, and the irrigation and care of produce 
gardens in Valencia.

In the end, however, the boundary between different types of peasants – or 
between those we call peasants and other kinds of farmers – was defined by 
how much land was owned or held in emphyteutic leases, from whom the 
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land was held and under what terms (i.e., the outlay of rent and/or tithes), 
the size of the family, the productivity of the holding, the type of inheritance, 
and myriad other factors. A complex blend of rural components yielded in 
each instance very different groups of peasants. Their economic well-being, 
or lack thereof, determined not only their social status within the village 
community, but also their diet, health, education, lifestyle, hopes for social 
mobility and the type of relationship they could aspire to with their betters 
and with regional and kingdom-wide officials. As we move into the late 
sixteenth century, we find local and royal authorities imposing ever-greater 
fiscal demands on both affluent and struggling peasants.

Economic standing, however, was not the sole determinant of social posi-
tion. Historical circumstances also affected social status. In general terms, 
one can argue that in spite of the widespread violence that plagued Castile 
and the Crown of Aragon throughout most of the fifteenth century, there 
was a marked economic recovery (much more so in Castile than in Aragon), 
which led to improved conditions for the peasantry. This economic recovery 
began to run out of steam by the mid-sixteenth century. Inflation (provoked 
in part by the influx of silver from America and the increasingly heavier 
taxes which the Spanish Crown imposed primarily on Castilian peasants 
to pay for wars in central Europe and the Low Countries), droughts and 
devastating plagues throughout most of the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries radically affected those who worked and lived on the land, 
and drove many fairly prosperous farmers into poverty. This led (again, 
mostly in Castile) to a large migration from the countryside to city. Clearly, 
chronology also mattered. Although this is too much of a sweeping state-
ment, one may argue that the condition of the peasantry or those working 
the land – with the already mentioned caveats about location, chronological 
contexts, etc. – were much better at the beginning of the sixteenth century 
than a century afterwards.4

Nevertheless, even if we take into account these historical factors, the 
decisive criteria for determining types of farmers/peasants remain, I want 
to emphasise, the categories mentioned above: whether peasants owned 
or held land in long-term usufruct; and whether peasants, having little or 
no access to land, hired themselves out at harvest time. The impoverished 
majority in fact possessed no land at all, and either owned or rented, which, 
in southern Spain, in areas of Aragon, and in fifteenth-century Catalonia, 
meant a lifetime of hard economic choices and gruelling toil with little or 
no reward.

Owners, renters and journeymen

The census of 1792, though carried out long after the chronological lim-
its of this book, provides support for the typology I have been suggesting. 
Although we cannot always extrapolate from a later period, fragmentary 
censuses of an earlier age exhibited similar classifications of peasants. The 
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labradores – a general term for all those who cultivated the land – were 
subdivided in 1792, as they had been in earlier surveys, into three different 
categories: jornaleros (daily workers, journeymen); arrendatarios (renters 
holding the usufruct of the land and paying a censo, a fixed rent); and propi-
etarios (owners). In 1792 – the averages may have differed in the period 
between 1350 and 1700, but not by much – jornaleros comprised 52.8 per 
cent, renters 30.6 per cent, and owners 16.5 per cent of the entire peasant 
population. This is very bad news indeed. At the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, less than half of all the peasants in Spain owned or had access to rented 
land, and the majority held so little land as to make their employment as 
agricultural journeymen an unavoidable necessity. Almost one-third of all 
the labradores worked the lands of others under complicated and diverse 
arrangements; less than one-sixth of the peasants owned their land outright. 
In the New World, of course, these percentages must have been even more 
reflective of a society where a few people and institutions owned most of 
the land. Large number of indigenous people worked, depending on the 
period, as some form of semi-servile labour. African slaves also became an 
important component of the work force in certain areas of Spanish and Por-
tuguese America (as they did in English North America as well).

These averages, however, varied, as already noted, from area to area; and 
in the late Middle Ages and early modern period, regional social and eco-
nomic variations were more sharply delineated than in the late eighteenth 
century. Regional conditions affected not only the peasants’ relation to the 
land and to their lords; they also dictated patterns of inheritance, family 
structure and demographic distribution.

Demography and patterns of inhabitation

We do not have reliable estimates of Spain’s population until the late six-
teenth century. The disasters of the fourteenth century (plague, war, fam-
ines, adverse climate) had a deleterious effect on the population of Spain. By 
the early fifteenth century, after a mild recovery, the population of Castile 
may have reached 4 million people. Catalonia, and especially Barcelona, 
which had suffered a great deal of political disturbances and economic 
reverses, may have had only 300,000 inhabitants altogether, while Aragon 
and Valencia probably had around 200,000 inhabitants each. Mallorca had 
around 50,000 inhabitants, while Navarre’s population may have reached 
100,000. If these figures are correct – and medieval demography is, at best, 
a guessing game – then the lands that eventually became Spain in the early 
fifteenth century, just half a century after the disastrous crises of the four-
teenth century and the plague, housed a population of around 5,000,000 
inhabitants. This, however, may be a high estimate. The censuses of 1528–
30 and 1591 yielded the approximate figures of 4,698,000 and 6,632,000 
inhabitants respectively, pointing to an impressive rise in population in the 
sixteenth century. The figures are somewhat deceiving; for by the 1550s the 
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demographic tide was turning, and the catastrophes of the late sixteenth 
century (again, a combination of plagues, famines, drought and high taxes) 
reduced the population to 6 million by 1623.5

If, as the variety of population censuses we have for the period show, 
around 80 per cent of those living in Spain were peasants, then as many as 
5,305,600 peasants may have worked the land in Spain in 1590. This figure 
may be conservative, since a great number of cities in Iberia were essentially 
large rural towns. In places such as Cuenca, a city with an important tex-
tile industry, 10 per cent of the active population (i.e. heads of household) 
were listed in the census as day-labourers engaged in rural work. Seville, the 
largest city in the peninsula and a bustling centre for the American trade, 
had neighbourhoods such as Triana, San Gil and others in which more than 
one-fifth of the active population worked in agriculture. Two points need 
to be made here: first, that many people who engaged in urban trades and 
who have been considered urban dwellers in fact laboured as rural workers, 
either full-time or on a seasonal basis; second, that the intimacy between 
urban and rural centres in most of Spain contravenes the notion of a dichot-
omous city-country relationship. If you would allow me to step away from 
this discussion of the peasantry to the general consideration of demographic 
resources in the entire Spanish monarchy, then, it is clear that the Spanish 
imperial lands had an uneven distribution of its population. It ranged from 
dense urban population centres in Italy (Naples above all) and Flanders to 
large native populations in the Americas (in spite of the demographic catas-
trophes that took place right after the conquest) to vast areas of its empire 
that were thinly inhabited.

Returning to the peasants, as despised as they were at times, peasant 
lifestyle, diet and mores pervaded the everyday life of the Spanish realms. 
Aragon, which in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had one of the 
lowest population densities in the peninsula, was an empty, almost deserted 
landscape, dotted with a few settlements by the riverbanks. Inhabited mostly 
by Morisco peasants (see below), Aragon had two or three real urban areas, 
among them Zaragoza and Calatayud, but the rest of its towns and cities 
were semi-urban islands in a sea of rural communities. Only when we look 
at such cities as Seville (and we have already seen a strong rural presence in 
that city), Valladolid, Barcelona and Valencia can we speak of urban socie-
ties that are fairly distinct from the surrounding rural world. The point here, 
of course, is that, like most of Europe, Spain was an intensely rural world, 
and that the boundaries between its urban and rural spheres were vague 
indeed.

This large and motley peasant population was not always a stable one. 
The image of the immovable peasant, fixed upon the land and hardly ever 
abandoning his village, is very much a myth. As David Vassberg has con-
vincingly shown, Castilian villagers were quite a peripatetic group, and the 
same can be said of peasants in other regions as well.6 Moreover, a per-
ceptible movement from centre to periphery  – from the high, dry plains 
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and the cereal-growing areas of Castile and Aragon to the rain-rich or irri-
gated areas of the Basque country, Catalonia and Andalusia – took place in 
Castile from the late fifteenth to the late sixteenth century, and accelerated 
after the mid-sixteenth century. These regions specialised in different types 
of agriculture – dairy farming, the tending of fruit trees in the north, and 
the cultivation of olive trees and wine crops in the south. Two other types 
of peasant demographic moves can also be discerned: from the country-
side to the towns, as agriculture collapsed in the late sixteenth century; and 
from the metropolis to the American colonies, as the promise of the New 
World lured Spaniards away from their homeland. Those who owned, held 
or worked the land were thus not a static or stable population; to do them 
justice, we must view them in their great diversity and through the prism 
of social and economic transformations that radically altered their lives in 
this period.

Family structure and inheritance

The peasant family in late medieval and early modern Spain was a nuclear or 
stem one: that is, a couple and their children. This does not mean that single 
households or extended family groups did not exist, but on the whole more 
than 80 per cent of all peasant families conformed to the nuclear type. There 
were, however, regional exceptions. The Basque region and some parts of 
Old Catalonia, areas that were fairly similar in their topography, developed 
different ways of working and organising the land. Known as the caserío in 
the Basque region and the mas in Old Catalonia (see below), these isolated, 
large households controlled fairly sizeable stretches of rural property sur-
rounding the central house. Important departures from the normative type 
of village organisation, the caserío and the mas often housed – because of 
the necessity of labour – extended families and dependents.7

Peasant life – its social organisation, and the way in which the arable was 
cultivated – was governed by patterns of inheritance. Who would inherit 
the rights to the land? And under what terms? The need to resolve these 
urgent questions encouraged the development of different forms of organis-
ing the soil. Although the great noble families and their bourgeois counter-
parts had embraced the principle of primogeniture – the favouring of the 
first-born male in the division of property – since the thirteenth century, the 
practice of partible inheritance was still regularly practiced by Spanish peas-
ants. These fairly egalitarian partitions of property acknowledged sons and 
daughters alike, though in locations such as Murcia men received land and 
women money. There were regional exceptions to this predilection for part-
ible inheritance. In the mas and to a lesser extent in the caserío, inheritance 
rights were usually vested in the oldest male or, in the absence of males in 
Catalonia, in the oldest daughter. This type of legacy, however, carried with 
it the distinct obligation of providing for other siblings, either by paying 
for an education or apprenticeship or by funding dowries for the females. 
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Partible inheritance ran counter to the individual peasant’s desire to con-
solidate his or her holdings. The history of agriculture in pre-modern Spain 
oscillated precariously between expansion and/or consolidation of holdings 
through purchases and marriage  – in what was a very lively market for 
land – and their eventual fragmentation through partible inheritance.

The peasantry: local and regional differences

Later on we shall see examples of the variety of peasant types in the village 
community, but at present I would like to draw a broad portrait of peasant 
life in late medieval and early modern Spain.

Northern Spain

As indicated earlier, there were, and still are, significant regional differences 
in how the peasants lived, worked the land and related to those above them. 
Throughout most of Galicia, Asturias, the Basque country and Catalonia, 
peasants worked the land under different types of lordships, and were sub-
ject to particular rights and obligations. Lordships in the region – we can-
not think of peasants without lords – ranged from distant and neglectful 
to predatory and oppressive; similarly, the peasantry enjoyed a wide range 
of freedom, from almost complete usufruct of the land they cultivated to 
servitude in some parts of Catalonia until at least the 1480s. In Galicia and 
throughout large sections of Asturias, ecclesiastical lords (large monaster-
ies, cathedral chapters, collegiate churches) and lay lords held the peasants 
in their grip by means of ancient systems of land tenure and emphyteu-
tic agreements (long-term or perpetual possession or usufruct of the land). 
More than anywhere else in Spain, property in these regions was progres-
sively fragmented into smaller holdings through inheritance and subleas-
ing. This kind of minuscule plot, the minifundio, has remained a feature 
of Galician life to this day. In the northwest of Spain, most peasants held 
small tracts of land from lords or from other peasants. These modest hold-
ings barely allowed for a living and forced Galicians to take up seafaring 
activities (mostly fishing) and to migrate to other parts of the kingdom or 
to America.

East of Galicia and Asturias, in Cantabria and in parts of the Basque 
country, peasants ‘owned’ or, more likely, held lands in long-term, lifetime 
or ‘forever’ leases from a variety of lords. The dues they paid their lords or 
the king – even peasants who ‘owned’ their land held it, theoretically, from 
the king – varied from village to village; and even within the village itself, 
rents and obligations fluctuated from family to family, and from lord to 
lord. The mountainous northeast (Cantabria, the Basque homeland, north-
ern Castile) thus did not experience the extreme fragmentation of prop-
erty that plagued northwestern Spain. Scattered in small villages, some with 
scarcely more than sixteen vecinos (heads of household) or seventy to eighty 
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inhabitants, the peasants (though many of them would claim noble status by 
the early sixteenth century) engaged in subsistence farming, livestock tend-
ing and the growing of fruit trees. Entrenched in their village communities, 
they were somewhat protected from the excesses of their lords by ancient 
customs and traditions. One such tradition, in the region of Oña during har-
vest time, was the limitation of time designated to working the lord’s lands 
to four days per week.

In the already mentioned survey of 1792, Asturias shows an average of 3.1 
per cent journeymen, 91.5 per cent renters, and 5.5 per cent owners; these 
figures constitute a middle ground between the considerably fragmented 
holdings of Galicia and the more stable ones in Cantabria. In northwest and 
north-central Spain, excepting the Basque homeland, renters overwhelm-
ingly occupied lands with few journeymen. Demographic circumstances 
thus discouraged conflict from developing between the landed and the land-
less. This is not to imply that social differences did not exist, but they were 
predicated on the expanse of holdings rather than on the distinction of mere 
ownership.

One cannot, however, extrapolate from these circumstances to nearby 
areas. Each region, because of its peculiar history and local conditions, 
developed differently. As serfdom began to wane throughout the medieval 
West, with the expansion of the arable in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
servitude was imposed with a vengeance in parts of Old Catalonia, an area 
geographically similar to Cantabria or Asturias, where serfdom never pros-
pered, even in an earlier age.

In 1400, close to a quarter of the entire population of Catalonia (and 
one-third of all its peasants) were serfs. This was at a time when serfdom 
had practically disappeared from other parts of the medieval West. Moreo-
ver, most peasants in the Spains, certainly throughout all of Castile and 
to a lesser extent in Aragon, were ‘free’; they owed rents or payments to 
their lords but were not bound to the soil or subject to the humiliating 
dues (chevage, capitation fees) long associated with servitude. The story of 
the Catalan serfs, and their struggle for freedom in the fifteenth century, is 
remarkable indeed. How they came to be bound to the soil by predatory 
lords; how their servile condition was legitimated; and, more significantly, 
how these peasants gained their release from servitude – the only successful 
peasant uprising in western history – is a long and complex story.

Paul Freedman, in his excellent book The Origins of Peasant Servitude, 
provides a clear description and analysis of these events. According to 
Freedman, from 1000 to 1300 a considerable number of peasants in Old 
Catalonia were enserfed, as lords violently enforced their jurisdiction and 
power over them. At a time of weak royal control, the legislation of Cata-
lonia’s corts (parliament, assembly) sanctioned lordly violence against the 
peasantry, as well as the lords’ economic and social control of the country-
side. By 1400, the lords had imposed and legalised mal usos (arbitrary and 
abusive customs imposed on the peasantry), and required a redemption fee 
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(remença) to free the peasants. After the Black Death and the crisis of late 
medieval society (which, as in other areas of Spain, should have improved 
the terms of peasant tenure and work because of labour shortages and the 
availability of better lands), the lords defied market forces and demographic 
decline and tightened even further their grip on the peasants. Moreover, 
throughout the fifteenth century, the lords enlisted lawyers, theologians and 
other learned people to provide moral, legal and historical (or pseudohistor-
ical) arguments to validate serfdom. By 1462–72, with the Aragonese civil 
war raging in the background, the peasants, with the support of the Crown, 
waged a successful campaign against the nobility and their system of bond-
age. By 1486, the serfs of Old Catalonia had gained their freedom. These 
peasants, as Freedman shows, were different from the common stereotypes 
of serfs. Articulate and economically self-reliant, they sought liberty by a 
three-pronged strategy: they sent ambassadors to plead their case to the 
royal court in far-off Naples (and gained royal support for their demands 
in the process), purchased their freedom from their lords, and, when that 
failed, defeated the nobility in pitched battle.8

The case of Old Catalonia is even more remarkable when one consid-
ers that the circumstances of its peasants differed little from those of peas-
ants elsewhere in Iberia. Shortly after the Black Death in 1350, the lords in 
northern Castile attempted to restrict the movement of peasants. The fuero 
viejo de Castilla, a compilation of customary laws, contained provisions to 
that effect; even so, the lords were not successful in having them enforced. 
In Aragon, on the other hand, the large Morisco population was in a state 
of semi-servitude under their Christian lords, even though the law deemed 
them ‘free’. Thus, similar conditions could lead to ‘freedom’ in one area, but 
promote serfdom in another.

Equally striking is the subsequent development of Old Catalonia’s peas-
antry from servile to fairly well-to-do. From the sixteenth century onwards, 
a good number of peasants gained access to land by means of emphyteu-
tic agreements. This was the mas, a homogeneous extension of farm land 
(between 100 and 200 hectares), with the household located in the centre 
of the farm. Through different strategies – late marriages, matrimonial alli-
ances with female heirs (pubilla) – the hereu, heir and formal holder of the 
mas, sought to expand his patrimony. At the same time, it was not uncom-
mon for the hereu to sublease portions of the mas to small farmers. In fact, 
in the region of Girona, the heartland of late medieval servitude, a quarter 
of all the cultivated land was divided into more than 30,000 small holdings 
and held by peasants through emphyteutic contracts in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.9

Central Spain

In central Spain, the mesetas of Old and New Castile were dominated by 
strong rural councils and by the sway of communal traditions. In these 
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villages, communal practices and the use of common land (mostly for pas-
ture) persisted against the onslaught of privatisation. David Vassberg’s won-
derful book Land and Society in Golden Age Castile shows the durability 
of communal practices into the early modern period in the face of power-
ful urban interests.10 The example of Soria, a small northern Castilian city 
close to the Aragonese border, and its extensive hinterland, illustrates the 
manifold conditions under which peasants lived and worked. In the moun-
tains of Soria, most village lands were communal. The peasants held land 
individually, as well as having a share in the use of the commons. Patterns 
of landholding in the mountains of Soria parallelled those in Cantabria; 
peasants holding, or sometimes owning, a small piece of land was the norm. 
On the Castilian plains, however, the large domain, owned or held by eccle-
siastical and lay lords or, as for example, by the municipal council of Soria, 
dominated the landscape. Peasants rented lands from these lords – in long-
term, but not necessarily advantageous leases – and paid their dues mostly 
in kind. This was, at best, subsistence agriculture, with some specialisation 
in the production of flax and saffron. But agriculture in the region of Soria, 
as in most of Spain, was already on the wane by the mid-sixteenth century.

The wealth of Soria consisted in livestock. It was the heartland of the 
Mesta (the guild of sheep herders); the city itself was the terminus for one 
of the most important routes of the transhumance. The flocks of Soria 
travelled south to Extremadura, north to Navarre, and east to Aragon in 
search of pasture. In addition to long-distance transhumance, Soria and 
other Mesta locations organised local annual movement of flocks, and had 
large flocks that did not travel. As with land ownership or usufruct, sharp 
social differences existed among livestock owners. Those with large flocks 
were able to gain a significant foothold in the political and social life of 
Soria, thus wielding a great deal of influence on the organisation and control 
of the rural landscape. Below them, a whole range of middling and small 
men followed. Their fortunes and social standing in their respective villages 
depended on the amount of livestock they owned. The lower we descend in 
the social hierarchy, the closer we come to the lowly peasants barely scrap-
ing a living, gaining part or most of their income by hiring themselves out 
as day-labourers.11

Eastward, across the Iberian mountains, in the kingdom of Aragon, the 
conditions under which peasants lived were radically different. In the over-
whelmingly rural world of this period, small settlements along riverbanks, 
mainly along the Ebro River, dotted an otherwise empty and deserted land-
scape. This was a world of large lordships, and of lands held or worked 
almost exclusively by Moriscos in semi-servile conditions. Though nomi-
nally converted to Christianity, the Moriscos of Aragon held on tightly to 
their religion and language  – a form of resistance to crushing lordships. 
Their ancestry and dependence on harsh lords secured the Moriscos the 
lowest rung on the social ladder of the peasantry. Yet, because of their work 
habits, thriftiness and agriculture expertise, the Moriscos did well with 
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what little they had. Foreign travellers almost always remarked on how 
well tended the lands worked by the Moriscos were, how prosperous they 
seemed in comparison to those of Christian peasants.12

Southern Spain

As we travel south, the landscape and the conditions of the peasantry 
change. The broad arch of southern Iberia, which extends from the Atlantic 
to the Mediterranean Sea, was a land of latifundia (large estates). Small 
peasant-landowners could also be found here and there, above all in eastern 
Andalusia. Vassberg, for example, reports that in Lorca (Murcia) the irri-
gated plain was ‘largely in peasant hands and in an extremely subdivided 
state’, and that in the area of Granada, after the Alpujarras rebellion (1568), 
very small parcels predominated.13 Nonetheless, the latifundia, worked by a 
landless proletariat, was the norm.

Miguel Artola, in his study of the latifundia, reports that landed estates 
in western Andalusia (the regions around Seville, Córdoba, etc.) encom-
passed over 63 per cent of all cultivated land and included two-thirds of 
the entire population of the region. By the eighteenth century, jornaleros 
(day-labourers), comprising more than 75 per cent of the peasant popula-
tion, inhabited the large villages of the south (western Andalusia), with their 
typical, whitewashed mud-and-straw houses. There is no indication that 
the proportion of landless peasants was lower in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. Thus, in the south, the breakdown of the rural population into 
day-labourers, renters and owners was dramatically reversed. The census 
of 1792, which, as we have seen, shows an average of 3.1 per cent day-
labourers, 91.5 per cent renters and 5.5 per cent owners for Asturias, yields 
78.2 per cent labourers, 13.3 per cent renters and 8.3 per cent owners for 
Andalusia.14

If we recognise that even after almost fifty years of rural reform, more 
than half the peasant population in late eighteenth-century Spain possessed 
little or no land, and were thus denied access to village communal hold-
ings, then conditions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries could not 
have been much better. The sad truth remains that the majority of peasants 
barely subsisted as seasonal workers and faced not only continuous eco-
nomic uncertainty but also crushing dependence on avaricious masters.

The village community

As we have seen, owning or holding sufficient land was crucial. Without 
land, peasants had no rights within the village community. The rights to 
common lands, to graze animals, to use the woods, as well as other privi-
leges vested in the village community, were essential to the well-being of 
individual peasants. To be denied the benefits of village rights meant hav-
ing to face inescapable marginality, for the village community served as 
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an all-encompassing context of peasant life. Every peasant or farmer lived 
within the confines of the village. By this I mean not just the physical con-
tours, but – to use Ruth Behar’s description – the web of rights, privileges 
and customs imbedded in the corporate character of the village.15 Although 
villages throughout Spain differed considerably in size, types of housing, 
customs, and rights of inheritance – regionally, and within specific regions – 
the relation between village community and individual peasants or farmers 
remained fairly uniform throughout the peninsula.

The village community, however, was not a static entity. Many Spanish 
villages dated back to different stages of the Reconquest and to the slow 
settlement and/or resettlement of population on an advancing frontier. Over 
time, the contest over rights, jurisdictions and dues – an ebb and flow of 
grants and denials  – wrought changes. It is worth emphasising here that 
there were no peasants without lords; even well-to-do farmers were never 
released from their obligations, rental dues and debts of allegiance to the 
lord of their lands. The lord could be distant and benign, or close-by and 
horrible. The lord could be the king, usually the most favourable arrange-
ment, or a neighbouring monastery or cathedral chapter. Thus masters and 
peasants were enmeshed in complex networks of reciprocity, in links that 
bound the peasants to the land, to the village community and to those who 
held and exercised economic and political power.

Villages in the Crown of Aragon and in Castile underwent slow but dra-
matic changes throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Two devel-
opments were most significant. The first had its origins in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, but continued at an accelerated pace in succeeding cen-
turies. This was the slow but inexorable transformation of the social struc-
ture of the village from relatively undifferentiated rankings to sharp social 
and class distinctions. I do not mean to say, however, that early medieval 
rural settlements were bastions of equality, far from it; nonetheless, there 
was a kind of rough equality in the social and economic status of peasants 
within the village, which tended to disappear in the early modern period.16

The egalitarian spirit idealised by later historians and playwrights was 
most evident in the village assembly, which in the late Middle Ages included 
petty-noblemen, the priest, artisans and labradores. Summoned by the toll-
ing of the church bell, they gathered in front of or inside the village church 
and discussed matters concerning village life and community affairs. This 
cherished image has long exerted a powerful hold on historians of late medi-
eval Spain and on the Spanish imagination as a whole, above all on the way 
Castilian playwrights conceived the rural world and the idea of freedom. 
Reality, however, had a different face. Already by the fourteenth century, this 
rough equality was being undermined by increasingly unequal conditions – 
one could almost call it class differentiation – sweeping through village life. 
A few well-to-do farmers began to monopolise most of the land, the rights 
to pasture and other economic assets, taking control of political power 
as well. Part of this development, which did not occur evenly throughout 
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Spain, resulted from the intrusion of urban capital into the countryside. 
Merchants and prosperous artisans invested their wealth in land, although 
the reverse also took place: wealthy farmers were able to break into the 
ruling groups of nearby cities. In Soria, as we have seen above, successful 
ranchers from the hinterland – people of peasant stock – rose to the ranks 
of the urban patriciate.

The move toward stratification also came from within the village itself. 
Some peasants, owing to such circumstances as number of children, inher-
itance, aptitude for work, and ambition, rose to prominence within their 
villages to the detriment of other peasants. These rich farmers controlled 
the affairs of their respective localities, imitated the nobility, often married 
off their daughters to impoverished local nobles, and sent their children to 
universities. They play prominent roles in the Spanish dramas of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, appearing as heroes in Lope de Vega’s 
Fuente Ovejuna and Calderón de la Barca’s El alcalde de Zalamea, and 
populate the pages of literary works. In Cervantes’s Don Quijote, Dorotea, 
the young daughter of a rich peasant, guards her virtue and honour against 
the advances of her noble seducer as fiercely as a woman from the high-
est nobility would. And Camacho, a rich farmer, throws a lavish feast that 
becomes an emblem – in all of Spanish literature – of money’s power. These 
villanos ricos (rich villains), albeit their pejorative appellation, succeeded in 
challenging the privileges of the lower rural nobility (the hidalgos). In the 
cortes of 1532, to mention just one instance, the villanos expressed their 
desire to obtain redress for grievances resulting from the excesses and privi-
leges of their betters and requested that the lower nobility contribute to the 
maintenance of their villages.17 Wealth could therefore create sharp social 
differences between peasants, but, paradoxically, it could also level social 
differences between rich farmers and the lower nobility.

The imbalance within the social world of the village was rendered visible 
by disputes between communal and private interests. The fifteenth century, 
and especially the sixteenth (above all in Castile), witnessed numerous vio-
lent attempts by lords, cities and rich farmers to seize land from the village 
community and to privatise communal pasture lands. The conflict between 
the desire to privatise communal lands and the move to preserve ancient 
communal structures was further complicated by struggles between the 
Mesta and rural communities. The transhumance – the annual migration 
of livestock (mostly sheep) from northern summer grazing lands to win-
ter pastures in Extremadura and Andalusia and then back to their original 
habitat – dated from much earlier times. It had received royal sanction in 
1276, and it had prospered greatly after the initial failure to fully repopulate 
western Andalusia. The great Mesta herds moved along especially desig-
nated roads (the cañadas) that traversed most of the length of Spain on a 
north–south axis. Furthermore, there were local transhumances, such as in 
Soria (see above) and elsewhere, where local herds travelled between moun-
tain and plain, from summer to winter pasture, within a specific region.
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In the late fifteenth century, the Catholic Monarchs threw their support 
behind the Mesta. The Castilian economy became highly dependent on the 
export of the fabled merino wool to the textile centres in northern Europe 
(Flanders, Brabant). This very profitable enterprise, which benefited most 
of the aristocratic and ecclesiastic owners of large flocks, also brought huge 
income to the Crown, which collected taxes (in Spanish, montazgo and por-
tazgo) on the annual movement of livestock and on rights of pasture. It 
brought mostly misery to the villages on or close to the roads of the Mesta, 
however, adding one further tangle in the conflict between private and com-
munal rights. For though membership in the village community guaranteed 
the life-saving right to graze livestock in the commons and to let animals 
graze among the stubble after harvest, the reality of herds of sheep, cows 
and other livestock descending on a village, breaking through the fences, 
and leaving the ground bare was not a pleasant one to bear at all.

Rural life and peasants in the peripheries of the empire

Beyond the Ocean Sea, in the countryside of Naples, in Flanders’ prosperous 
farms, the history of agriculture either paralleled somewhat that of Iberian 
Spain or presented vivid contrasts. In the New World, the Spanish colonisers 
wavered between early forms of coercing labour in the sixteenth century to 
the emergence of fairly independent peasant communities. Through the use 
of such institutions as the encomienda (that is, granting natives to Spanish 
encomenderos or to ecclesiastical institutions which used indigenous labour 
on their lands in return for the obligation to Christianize them), the mita, 
a semi-servile employment of natives in back-breaking mining activities 
(Potosí above all), or, worse yet, the growing importation of African slaves 
to work in plantations as household slaves or in general agriculture and 
crafts, we witness a whole range of practices that differed dramatically from 
those of the Iberian Peninsula.

The flip side of this were the growing number of indigenous rural councils, 
above all in Mexico, that often, deploying their native languages (Nahuatl, 
Zapotec, Mixtec and others), negotiated with colonial authorities, defended 
their rights and property in ways which resembled the litigious nature of 
Spanish rural communities. Thus, not unlike Iberian Spain, in the vast lands 
of the Spanish monarchy, complex systems and web of rights and privi-
leges, which had been obtained after the conquest by treaties and charters, 
allowed for myriad of different ways to cultivate the land, to reinforce the 
privilege of the few (within and without the village community) against the 
needs of the many.

A typology of peasant life

Returning to the peninsula and to the social role of the peasantry, in spite of 
all the information discussed above, it is hard to describe the life of a typical 
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peasant in late medieval and early modern Spain. Part of the difficulty, as 
I  have been arguing, lies in the fact that there were no typical peasants, 
whether in Spain or in the New World. Differences among regions and vari-
ations in social ranks of the peasantry make generalisations difficult. None-
theless, some attempt should be made to provide a portrait of what peasants 
looked like and how they lived in most of Spain at the end of the Middle 
Ages and the early modern period.

One of the most detailed regional studies of Spanish peasantry is Francis 
Brumont’s analysis of the Bureba region (northern Castile) during the age of 
Philip II. His work, and my own study of agriculture in northern Castile in 
an earlier period, forms the basis of the discussion that follows.18 Keeping 
in mind the exceptions noted before – the individual farmers in the Basque 
country and Catalonia, the overwhelming number of jornaleros in the south, 
the great number of renters and sub renters in Galicia and Asturias, natives 
and slaves in the New World – here is what a ‘typical’ peasant might have 
looked like. In the Bureba and throughout northern Castile, the great monas-
teries (St. Domingo of Silos, St. Millán de la Cogolla, las Huelgas of Burgos, 
and others), lay lords, municipalities (which, in theory, were royal lands, since 
most towns came under royal jurisdiction) and the bourgeoisie held most of 
the dominium, the title over the land. Outright ownership by peasants was 
often fragmented by partible inheritance and thus made vulnerable to the 
ambitions of the Mesta, which was always seeking to expand its pastureland, 
or to seigneurial and bourgeois capital intruding into the countryside.

The peasants of northern Castile, whether renters or ‘owners’, cultivated 
the land in ways that harkened back to an earlier period. With few excep-
tions, the Roman plough – the preferred tool in the Mediterranean world – 
was used throughout Castile and the peninsula. This plough, far lighter than 
the heavy, wheeled plough of northern agriculture, was pulled by a team of 
oxen or sometimes by just one ox. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, mules began to be used in rural work in greater numbers, leading to 
acrimonious debates on the advantages of one over the other. Oxen (and 
sometimes cows, as was the case in my family’s village) were generally the 
animals of choice in the north, whereas mules made greater inroads in New 
Castile and the south.

The land was divided into two fields, conforming to the biannual system 
of field rotation (año y vez) common to southern lands: one field remained 
fallow, while the other was cultivated. With rare exceptions, the three-field 
system, which revolutionised northern agriculture, never prospered in Ibe-
ria. With thin soils, a harsh climate (in the central plains) and a perpet-
ual dearth of manure, the fallow had to be ploughed repeatedly and often 
allowed to rest for two years. The village livestock – by which I mean the 
animals owned by the vecinos – grazed in the arable after the harvest and in 
the fallow and common lands during the rest of the year.

The arable was made up of mostly open fields – not in the long straight 
furrows of the north, but in a kind of quilt-work. At certain times of the 
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year, close to harvest time, the arable might be fenced to keep the livestock 
out, whereas vineyards were almost always fenced or guarded. In Iberian 
Spain, most of the arable was reserved for the growing of cereals. Wheat 
was the preferred crop, essentially because lords demanded most or, at the 
very least, half of the peasants’ payment in wheat. Barley was the second 
most popular crop, though in some regions of Castile, barley production 
easily surpassed that of wheat. Rye was limited to areas suited, by climate 
and topography, to its growth. My own impression, however, is that the 
cultivating of rye, with its higher yield, was far more widespread than our 
sources indicate, and that rye – the dark bread – was the basic staple of the 
poor. Oats are rarely found in rural accounts, and maize, transplanted from 
the New World in the sixteenth century, was accepted slowly as a suitable 
crop in Galicia and in specific areas of the north. By the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries, money payments began to replace dues in kind; but in 
general, northern villages, which had been settled in the early phases of the 
Reconquest and enjoyed generous charters, kept up full or partial payment 
in kind longer than the larger villages of central and New Castile.

In northern Castile, the peasants grew other small crops to supplement 
their limited diets and incomes: legumes, some flax, vegetables in the gar-
dens attached to their houses and fruit trees. Everywhere, unless the climate 
or soils were exceedingly hostile, the peasants tended the vine for profit, for 
nutritional value, for pleasure, for gift giving and hospitality. Monasteries 
spent large sums of money to cultivate vineyards, which were not always 
very productive or profitable. Certain regions of Spain – the Rioja, some 
areas of Catalonia and Andalusia – became highly specialised in the pro-
duction of wine. From the thirteenth century onwards, these regions sent 
their wine to other areas of Spain and abroad. Similarly, olive oil from the 
south and wheat from the Tierra de Campos and the plains of Castile fed 
Spanish cities and the American colonies. The mixed peasant economy also 
depended on livestock. A large part of the Spanish flocks did not travel in 
the annual transhumance, but grazed close to home.

Agricultural tools and work animals were scarce in medieval Spain. Rural 
inventories testify to the asymmetry between cultivated land and the num-
ber of ploughs and oxen or mules. In a ‘typical’ village, the yuguero (the 
ploughman) – the owner of a plough and team of oxen or mules who hired 
himself out to plough the fields in return for one-fifth of the crop – was a 
fixture of rural life and often played an important role in the village social 
structure, as the identification of Don in period documents indicate.

Beyond the village were the woods (montes), which in central Spain did 
not mean dense forests. Since an earlier age, most of Iberia (with the excep-
tion of most of the verdant north) had undergone a dramatic deforestation. 
Wood was very dear, and foreign travellers crossing Castile often complained 
of the absence of trees and the high price of wood. In the scrawny brush, 
and in pens behind the house, peasants raised pigs, rabbits and pigeons, 
which provided another source of protein for their meagre diets.
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In Part III of this book, I will examine aspects of peasant daily life, diet 
and interaction with other social groups. For the present, before we turn 
our attention to those who lived and worked in the cities, we may wish to 
recall, once again, the destructive potential of social stratification within 
the village community. In villages with fragmented arables and insufficient 
ploughs or oxen, most peasants either worked together or died separately. 
Greed fostered individualism, privatisation and social differences; need fos-
tered communal practices and a semblance of equality.

Urban Spain

In Spain, at the end of the Middle Ages and the dawn of modernity, the 
boundaries between rural and urban were not as sharp as they may have 
been in other parts of Europe, or as they are today. Nonetheless, Anton van 
den Wyngaerde’s splendid collection of drawings commissioned by Philip II 
and undertaken between 1562 and 1570 depicts cities and towns through-
out Spain in which the physical separation between urban spaces – clearly 
defined by, and encircled within, walls  – and cultivated fields was sharp 
indeed.19 Earlier, we have seen the rural occupations of many urban dwellers –  
people who engaged in some form of agricultural work through most or 
part of the year but lived in large cities such as Seville, or in smaller ones 
such as Cuenca. Moreover, many towns in Castile and Aragon were agro-
towns: large, overgrown villages whose particular economies revolved 
entirely around agricultural or livestock pursuits. The small, predominantly 
transhumant towns in the Segovian hinterland – Sepúlveda, Cuéllar, Pedraza 
and others – are good examples of this type of agro-town. Yet, urban dwell-
ers and urban workers differed from their rural counterparts in significant 
ways; their social standing, economic activities and relation to other social 
groups – that is, the social structures within which they lived, worked and 
died – were unlike those of peasants.

Urbanisation in Spain

In fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Spain, only a handful of what may be 
described as large cities or true urban centres existed. By the end of the 
sixteenth century, when demographic decline had already taken its toll, 
very few cities in Spain surpassed 25,000 inhabitants. Seville, because of 
its primary role in the American trade, housed nearly 100,000 inhabitants, 
but only Toledo, with a population of around 50,000 people, approached 
Seville’s grandeur. And Toledo lost any hopes of further growth after Philip II 
chose Madrid as the capital of his empire. Once chosen as a capital in 1561, 
Madrid grew steadily to around 60,000 inhabitants in the late sixteenth 
century and even greater numbers in the following century. Catalonia, both 
the principality itself and its most important city, Barcelona, had long been 
on the decline, a reflection of long-term political strife within the Crown of 

 



62  A society of orders

Aragon and of the shift in the European economy from the Mediterranean 
to the Atlantic. Around the mid-sixteenth century, Barcelona barely reached 
30,000 inhabitants, but no other Catalan town had even 10,000 people. 
Valencia, both the city and the eponymous kingdom, had been gaining pop-
ulation at the expense of Barcelona from the late Middle Ages onwards and 
had, by the seventeenth century, a substantial urban population in the capi-
tal city (Valencia) and some of the other large towns in the region, Xátiva 
for example, a centre for paper production and other goods associated with 
Muslim provenance. Zaragoza and Calatayud in the kingdom of Aragon 
also qualified as substantial urban centres. (See Table 2.1.)

Social structure

Like their rural counterpart, the urban population ran the gamut of social 
categories, with city dwellers and working conditions ranging widely from 
place to place. These differences – manifested in and reinforced by forms of 
housing, dress, eating and civic rituals – underscored structures of social, 
economic, political and cultural inequality. Clearly, the distance between 
those on top and those below was far more entrenched and visible in urban 
centres than it was in the countryside. Nevertheless, as we shall see in Part III,  
cities proved more conducive to interaction – violent as well as festive  – 
between diverse social groups than did rural towns. For now, however, such 
a discussion must be postponed as we examine the social composition of 
sample Spanish towns.

The social structure of Spanish towns or cities depended, to a large 
extent, on their economic basis, geographical location, role in trade and 
whether they served as a centre for regional, kingdom-wide or international 
exchanges. Cities in Spain, as in most parts of late medieval and early mod-
ern Europe, maintained a symbiotic relationship with their surrounding 
countryside. The size of these hinterlands, often containing many small vil-
lages under the direct jurisdiction of the city, varied depending on historical 
circumstances and evolved or expanded over long periods of time. The city 
of Avila, for example, exercised its lordship over an extensive alfoz (the 
Spanish equivalent of the Italian contado or urban hinterland), even though 
Avila was not at all important, either in size or as a commercial hub. Burgos, 
on the other hand, an important centre for the distribution of international 
trade until its decline in the mid-sixteenth century, had jurisdiction over only 
about 380 square km, and a population in its hinterland of just over 5,000 
in 1528. This represented a small territory, especially when compared to the 
immense lordships held by cities and towns in the region south of the Duero 
River and in Andalusia.20

The point here, of course, is that the boundaries of the city, notwithstand-
ing the imposing limits of its walls, were fluid indeed. This fluidity involved 
more than the employment of urban people in agricultural labour and their 
migration to the surrounding countryside and farther afield during the high 
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points of the rural calendar. It also affected the urban rural elites. The patri-
cian elites, whether noble or not, owned land, often large estates, around the 
cities. There they lived for a great part of the year, often between St. John’s 
Day (23 June) and Michaelmas (29 September), during the period when it 
was convenient to supervise the planting and harvesting of their crops and 
to escape the smells and heat of the cities.

This fluidity extended to the political realm. In the vast hinterland of 
Segovia, a community of villa y tierra (that is, a community of city and 
country), villages’ citizens (vecinos, peasants holding property) had rights in 
the city itself and political representation in the cortes as part of Segovia’s 
delegation. In attempting to construct a typology of urban social groups, 
one must always keep in mind that in Spain they were never very urban.

Seville

There are cities in Spain for which we have excellent monographs and good 
sources. These works provide us with a vivid recreation of urban history 
over a long period of time and allow us to see the changing social and eco-
nomic structures of urban life. Antonio Collantes de Terán’s excellent study 
of Seville provides a careful examination of Seville’s population in the fif-
teenth century and the first third of the sixteenth.21 The largest city in Spain, 
Seville was already an important mercantile centre, with a large Genoese 
colony long before the discovery of the New World. After 1492, its Atlantic 
connections – Seville was the only port permitted to transact the Atlantic 
trade – made it a vibrant and dynamic cosmopolitan centre in the succeed-
ing century. Certain areas of Seville today – the neighbourhoods around the 
cathedral, the neighbourhoods of Santa Cruz, Triana and others – still retain 
a late medieval and early modern look: narrow, tortuous streets in densely 
populated areas; whitewashed walls contrasting sharply with reddish tiled 
roofs and with bright windowpanes and doors; black iron fences guarding 
flame-coloured blossoming plants. Such snapshots of the past – with differ-
ent types of houses, materials and colours – can be seen to this day in the old 
parts of cities such as Toledo, Avila, Barcelona, Girona and others.

In fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Seville  – despite frequent epidemics 
(twenty-two widespread outbreaks of illnesses in two centuries), famines 
and other natural catastrophes that slowed down demographic growth – the 
population of the city grew at a rapid rate (see Table 2.2).

The profits from the Atlantic trade and the richness of the Sevillian hin-
terland attracted immigrants from all of Andalusia, from other parts of Cas-
tile, as well as from abroad. Seville’s heterogeneous population ranged from 
illustrious high noblemen, the ricos hombres or grandees of Castile who 
kept houses and extensive establishments in the city, to slaves, delinquents 
and people on the lowest social rungs. In his extensive study, Collantes de 
Terán puts together typologies of the city’s different social and economic 
groups. His typologies turn on three dominant criteria: 1) function (the 
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old feudal division of society: those who work, those who pray, those who 
fight); 2) income; 3) tax dues or exemptions (a fiscal distinction).

By employing a mix of these three categories, Collantes de Terán comes 
up with a complex breakdown of Seville’s population – and by implication 
of similar cities in Spain during this period – into broad categories, each sub-
divided into smaller and more closely defined groups. Table 2.3 provides us 
with an approximation of social categories in cities throughout the peninsula.

My main focus here is on the non-exempted and partially exempted tax-
payers, who constituted more than 80 per cent of the population of Seville. 
In the next two chapters, we will examine the lives of the privileged classes as 
well as those of the lowest strata of the population. As for religious minori-
ties, Jews disappeared almost in toto from Seville after the pogroms and 
forced conversions of 1391, which were the most virulent in all of Spain. 
The number of Moors was also quite low, given their expulsion from Anda-
lusia in the late 1260s.

In Seville, as in other Spanish cities and rural areas, wealth was concen-
trated in a few hands. Although in the late fifteenth century only 42 per cent 
of all the citizens of Seville were listed in the survey of individual wealth (the 
rest of the population was either too poor to be considered liable for taxa-
tion or too privileged to be taxed), almost 95.5 per cent of these were found 
at the lowest economic scale, paying small tax amounts. Some 4.5 per cent 
of those listed as taxpayers held 44.7 per cent of all the wealth owned by 
this group. For most urban people, therefore, the difference between scrap-
ing a living and destitution was essentially a matter of a few maravedíes 
(mrs), while the gulf between those above and those below kept growing 
wider. It is important to note that here we are not even considering the really 
monied citizens of Seville, the top aristocratic elite, many of them lords of 
fabulous fortunes. They, of course, controlled and monopolised most of the 
real wealth of the city and its hinterland. They paid no taxes.

Wealth also appears to have been unevenly distributed by neighbourhood, 
a point that highlights the segregation of the urban populace by trade and 

Table 2.2  The population of Seville, 1384–1594

Date of census Number of vecinos Total population

1384 2,613 around 12,000
1426–51 4,893 22,018*

1483–89 6,896 31,032
1533 9,161 41,224
1594  – 90,000

Sources: A. Collantes de Terán, Sevilla en la baja Edad Media: la ciudad y sus hombres (Seville, 
1977); J. Vicens Vives, Historia de España y América: social y económica, 5 vols (Barcelona, 
1972).

Note: *I have used a 4.5 coefficient per vecino. The censuses did not include the truly indigent, 
foreigners, slaves or other marginal people; so the population was certainly higher than the 
numbers given here.
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income. In the censuses of 1486–89, the parish of San Miguel had an aver-
age income more than six times that of the neighbourhood of Santa Cruz 
and almost 22,000 mrs higher than that of Santa Lucia, the closest parish 
in terms of wealth. In Burgos, to give another example, the patrician elites 
resided almost exclusively on streets surrounding the cathedral and adjacent 
to the road to Compostela, the main commercial thoroughfare of the city. 
Whether in Seville, Burgos, Barcelona or elsewhere in Spain, housing, dress 
and diet (see below) created sharp contrasts between the different social 
groups sharing urban spaces.

As for the working population of Seville, what did they do? The research 
of Collantes de Terán offers a vivid picture of the different occupations found 
in the city. We know that the arsenal, or royal dockyards, employed around 
400 men in 1427 and that their number must have increased considerably 

Table 2.3  A typology of urban social groups in Seville

Category Subgroups

Ecclesiastics a)	 regular
b)	 secular
About 1 per cent of the population

Religious minorities a)	 Moors
b)	 Jews

Immigrants a)	 from other parts of Castile
b)	 from abroad

Privileged groups (full tax-exemption) a)	 magnates
b)	 knights
c)	 hidalgos (lower nobility)
d)	 squires

Tax-exempted groups a)	 those employed in shipyards
(partial exemption) b)	 those engaged in seafaring activities

c)	 those employed in the royal palaces of 
Seville

d)	 those employed in the royal hunt
e)	 weavers
f)	 farfanes – immigrants from North 

Africa (ten altogether)
g)	 municipal employees
h)	 familiars (those working for the 

Inquisition)
Taxpayers (no exemption) Most of the city’s population
Slaves a)	 mostly Muslims captured in war

b)	 an increasing number of Africans 
brought to Europe after the 
Portuguese sailings on the west coast 
of Africa

Marginal people a)	 the poor
b)	 criminals

Source: A. Collantes de Terán, Sevilla en la baja Edad Media: la ciudad y sus hombres (Seville, 
1977).
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after the opening of the Atlantic trade. Textile production, however, pro-
vided the largest source of employment in the city. In parishes such as Genoa 
and Francos, more than 30 per cent of the population worked in some 
aspect of textile production. In Cuenca, one of the most important textile 
centres in Castile during this period, the proportion of textile workers was 
even higher.

In Seville, urban dwellers also worked in the metal, leather, building and 
seafaring trades, but a substantial number of taxpayers (pecheros), mostly 
those living in the northern parishes of the city, engaged in agriculture and 
livestock tending. Equally, a large number of Seville’s citizens involved in 
commerce, either in long-distance trade (655 persons in 1533) or in local 
shopkeeping, pub-tending and the like (499 persons in the same year). 
Seville’s denouement in the seventeenth century, one shared though perhaps 
not with the same virulence by other Iberian Spanish cities, was not a pleas-
ant one. The silting of the Guadalquivir River drew most of the American 
trade to Cadiz. The plague that swept through the city and its hinterland 
between 1647 and 1652 killed perhaps as many as a quarter of the popu-
lation. The experience of Seville was replicated in other urban centuries 
throughout the peninsula, as the seventeenth century brought a decline in 
population. In a later chapter, I  will mention the strategies taken by the 
municipal officials in Seville and elsewhere to deal with the plagues, famines 
and decline in business. The preliminary answer is that their actions were 
often useless.

As we turn into the seventeenth century, the economic difficulties, plagues 
and other crises led many of the leading groups in Seville (and even some 
of the not so prominent members of the city’s population) to turn to reli-
gion to combat the different crises besetting the city. As I discuss in Chap-
ter 12, a new chapter, this shift from social reforms to a retreat into religion 
tells a great deal about the social perspectives of seventeenth century urban 
dwellers. Moreover, as shall be seen later on, Seville was the veritable capi-
tal of scammers, tricksters, prostitution and petty criminals. The Atlantic 
trade fueled not only sumptuous churches and decorated images, but also 
attracted a vast underworld that thrived in the opportunities provided by 
the wealth generated by trade with the New World.

Other Spanish cities

In other areas of the Spanish realms, the social and employment structure 
of urban society was similar. Just down the river Guadalquivir from Seville, 
Cádiz – with 400 citizens (male heads of household) at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century or a population of around 2,000 inhabitants – benefited 
from the Atlantic trade, when the river, as noted earlier, silted and ships were 
prevented from sailing up the Guadalquivir to Seville. According to Sancho 
de Sopranis, who has studied the city and the census of 1605 in detail, the 
population included 44 noble families, 50 middling sorts and 306 families 
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of lower social groups. Thirty-one of the latter were employed as sailors, 
and there were at least eleven publicans, pointing perhaps to the long-estab-
lished link between seafaring and drinking. Excluding the noble families and 
the utterly destitute, the working groups of the population represented 89 
per cent of the citizenship of Cádiz, though some of the upper echelons of 
the middling sorts wielded the levers of economic power as handily as some 
of the nobility and even married off their daughters into noble ranks. The 
lower strata of the workers were just a step ahead of dire marginality.

The examples of Seville, for which we have such ample information, and 
even of Cádiz, overlook the grey areas in which different social groups met 
and interacted. In Burgos, a city with a long mercantile history, merchants 
at the top joined confraternities such as the Knights of Gamonal (founded 
in 1285 but still active in 1605) or the Real Hermandad in which the dis-
tinctions among mercantile activities, titles of nobility and municipal offices 
were, for all practical purposes, obliterated. Burgos, which for all of its 
commercial hegemony in northern Castile had probably fewer than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1530, attracted peasants from the immediate hinterland, and 
artisans, merchants and artists (to work in Burgos’s many churches) from 
other areas of northern Castile and from abroad. This was somewhat coun-
tered by a significant number of Burgalese merchants and their dependents 
setting up shop elsewhere, mainly in the commercial centres of Flanders or 
the ports of the Bay of Biscay, through which most of the Castilian trade 
flowed.

In Burgos and elsewhere, the urban oligarchs – merchants and municipal 
officers – purchased most of the land around the city and extracted consid-
erable profits from agricultural production, especially in times of dearth. 
A substantial number of Burgalese citizens, those in less advantageous eco-
nomic positions, engaged in agricultural pursuits. These were people who, 
as in Seville, Cuenca and elsewhere, lived in the city most of the year and 
travelled to the countryside to be hired as day-labourers or to work sea-
sonally in the estates of the urban patriciate. For Burgos and other Castil-
ian cities, we do not have the statistical information that is available for 
Seville or pre-modern Cuenca. Nonetheless, the social distribution of the 
population followed along the lines noted above. Nobles and tax-exempted 
oligarchs were on top. My rough estimate of the number of knights (lower 
nobility as well as non-noble) and their families in the fourteenth century is 
around 3 per cent of the city’s population. High noblemen, high ecclesiastics 
(the bishop, dean and canons of the cathedral), their families and exempted 
servants, altogether made up around 6–7 per cent of the entire population 
of the city. Below them, in varying degrees of partial tax-exemption and 
wealth, came the pecheros (the taxpayers), the largest sector by far, compris-
ing a motley group of artisans, small shopkeepers, those employed in the 
transport and handling of Burgos’s main export staple, wool, and workers 
engaged in limited manufacturing and the service economy. They may have 
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accounted for between 65 and 73 per cent of the population. And still below 
them, as elsewhere, we find the very poor and the marginalised. Of the latter, 
some undertook seasonal work and menial occupations; others lived off the 
charity given by ecclesiastical institutions and, increasingly in the sixteenth 
century, by the municipal council. Their numbers fluctuated between 20 and 
30 per cent of the entire population, going up or down with the changing 
economic fortunes of the city. With some variations in the composition of 
the taxpaying group and in the economic pursuits of the ruling urban elites, 
the cities of the Castilian meseta had similar social structures.

Barcelona

When we turn eastward to the lands of the Crown of Aragon, two cities 
stand out, dominating their respective regions. One is Barcelona, capital 
of Catalonia and the traditional mercantile centre of Mediterranean Spain; 
the other is Valencia, ruling over a rich agricultural hinterland and thriving 
as an important commercial centre. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
the former was on the wane, above all in the fifteenth century, reeling from 
endemic political strife and from its inexorable decline as a centre for com-
mercial enterprises. The latter was very much on the rise, enjoying the boon 
of its privileged position on the western Mediterranean and its links to the 
interior.

In 1516, Barcelona had between 30,000 and 35,000 inhabitants, and 
only 40,000 a century later. In spite of pestilence, above all in 1589–91, 
the city enjoyed a modest demographic growth through the sixteenth cen-
tury, thanks to immigrants from its own countryside and from southern 
France. They compensated somewhat from the onslaught of plagues and 
other demographic reversals. Barcelona was, in many respects, unique in 
the Iberian Peninsula. The strength and political muscle (or ambitions) of 
its guilds created a sense of social stability and permanence unlike that of 
other urban centres in Spain. A comparative study of the censuses of 1516 
and 1716–17 by Jordi Nadal and Emili Giralt shows negligible change in the 
working population of the city, and sons taking up their fathers’ trade with 
little or no variation (see Table 2.4).

One should note the relative importance of agricultural activities, even 
in a city as emblematic of urban life in the Iberian Peninsula. The number 
of widows is also significant, and it confirms the European-wide presence 
of widows as head of households. How this affected social relations, fam-
ily networks and economic roles is a question that needs to be examined in 
greater detail, if we are truly to understand the social structure of Spanish 
cities. What is clear from these figures is that Barcelona’s economic struc-
ture changed little over the long sixteenth century and that its social base 
remained, on the surface, fairly stable. This apparent stability, however, 
obscured the frantic political conflicts that agitated Barcelona throughout 
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Table 2.4  Changes in trades in Barcelona, 1516–1717

Sector Heads of household, 1516 
(per cent)

Heads of household, 1717 
(per cent)

Agriculture/husbandry 432 (6.7) 474 (6.1)
Fishing/maritime 284 (4.4) 297 (3.8)
Construction 329 (5.1) 542 (7.0)
Hides and leather 465 (7.2) 510 (6.6)
Cloth 979 (15.2) 949 (12.3)
Metal 229 (3.6) 361 (4.7)
Glass/ceramics 48 (0.8) 77 (1.0)
Victualling trades 230 (3.6) 427 (5.6)
Commerce and transport 530 (8.2) 602 (7.8)
Liberal professions 254 (3.9) 344 (4.5)
Public employees 117 (1.8) 173 (2.2)
Widows 1,118 (17.4) 1,122 (14.6)
Others 1,420 (22.1) 1,839 (23.8)

Source: James Amelang, Honored Citizens of Barcelona: Patrician Culture and Class Relations, 
1490–1714 (Princeton, 1986), 17, as based upon Jordi Nadal and Emili Giralt, ‘Barcelona 
en 1717–1718: un modelo de sociedad pre-industrial’ in Homenaje a don Ramón Carande 
(Madrid, 1963), Vol. I, pp. 277–305. Copyright © 1986 by PUP. Reprinted by permission of 
Princeton University Press.

most of this period. Enjoying municipal privileges and a political autonomy 
that were becoming rare in late medieval and early modern Western Europe, 
Barcelona, as capital of the principality of Catalonia, ruled the political and 
economic life of the region. Within its walls, it housed all the diverse levels 
of governance for the city and the region. This institutional layering con-
ferred a political importance to the city, which it retains to this day, and also 
created internal and external antagonisms, which affected the social fabric 
of its urban population. Although these diverse and often conflicting insti-
tutional bodies were many, two of them, together with the representative of 
the Crown in the city, dominated Barcelona’s political life and helped shape 
its social structure: the municipal council, or municipal government, com-
posed of the Council of the Hundred (Consell de Cent) and the five council-
lors who served as the executive body of the council; and the Generalitat 
(or Diputaçio), a permanent standing commission of six deputies, which 
represented the parliament of Catalonia.22

Unlike other parts of Spain, where patrician elites had monopolised most 
municipal offices and enjoyed tax-exempt status and economic hegemony 
from the thirteenth century onwards, in Barcelona, because of the remark-
able strength of artisan groups, the guilds were able to challenge the existing 
oligarchy. Guilds, it should be emphasised, were either non-existent or of 
little importance throughout Castilian cities, and they exerted little influence 
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(as opposed to quasi-religious confraternities) on the social, political and 
economic life of other Spanish urban centres.

Throughout the fifteenth century, as Catalonia and the Crown of Aragon 
suffered civil wars and peasant rebellions, the popular elements (merchants, 
masters of guilds) in Barcelona (known as the Busca), with support of the 
Crown, clashed with the ‘honoured citizens’ (the term that described the 
members of the urban elite) for control of municipal offices. A royal decree 
of 1454 allotted seats to merchants, guild masters and artisans (menes-
trales, i.e., masters from the lesser guilds) in a newly expanded council. 
For the next three decades, the ‘honoured citizens’ and their aristocratic 
allies (known collectively as the Biga) fought, often violently, against the 
newly gained privileges of the Busca. In the late fifteenth century, King Fer-
dinand’s reforms restored the ‘honoured citizens’ to a position of privilege 
and power, without excluding merchants and artisans from municipal gov-
ernment. Ferdinand’s grant of noble privilege to the ‘honoured citizens’, and 
the enforcement of a system of insaculación (a lottery) for the selection of 
public offices, restored a semblance of peace.23

The social division of Barcelona’s population (and of other cities in 
eastern Spain) followed the lines delineated for Seville and Burgos: 1) a 
small noble or quasi-noble rich elite on top (the ‘honoured citizens’ and 
their aristocratic connections); 2) a large group, ranging from well-to-do 
merchants, often connected by familial and economic ties to the ruling 
elite, to master craftsmen with a political say in the affairs of the city, to 
artisans and urban workers, some on the fringes of poverty; 3) the poor 
and marginalised segments of the population. Nonetheless, in Barcelona, 
the middling sorts, because of the power of the guilds and the political his-
tory of the city and of Catalonia, were able to retain a stake in Barcelona’s 
civic life and to defend their position and privileges against the ambitions 
of the few.

In spite of antagonisms and spatial segregation, the distance separating 
the different social groups in Barcelona was not very wide. Anyone who has 
walked through the streets of the city’s old medieval and early modern cen-
tre (the Barrio Gótico and the Born), where sixteenth-century houses still 
stand, will have noticed the proximity of the quarters of the ‘honoured citi-
zens’ to those of the nobility and the popular (artisanal) classes – a proxim-
ity that often added to the contentious character of the city but also enriched 
Barcelona’s social life.

Valencia

The great city of Valencia was one of the urban jewels of the Spains. A cen-
tre for silk manufacturing and crafts, Valencia drew its sustenance from 
its surrounding gardens and, until the expulsion of the Moriscos in 1609, 
found a valuable and inexpensive labour force in the thrifty and industrious 
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Muslim converts. Valencia, however, did decline, as did most urban centres 
in the peninsula in the seventeenth century. James Casey, in his remarkable 
book The Kingdom of Valencia in the Seventeenth Century, shows how the 
region, both its agricultural sector and urban economy, paid dearly for the 
expulsion of the Moors and the economic dislocations of the seventeenth 
century.24 But the seventeenth century was an invisible mote in the eyes 
of foreign travellers, who, two hundred years earlier, had praised the city 
for its prosperity and beauty. Jerome Munzer, travelling throughout Spain 
in the late fifteenth century, described a large city, with sumptuous build-
ings, a German mercantile colony, civic services (a mental asylum among 
them), and other amenities. Outside the walls of the city, Munzer delighted 
in the huerta, the gardens which supplied the city with an endless variety of 
produce.25

As for social structure, Valencia, as we shall see in a later chapter, had 
a volatile and aggressive lower class. On the one hand, some of the great 
noble families of the region, in typical Mediterranean fashion, kept palaces 
and great houses in the city; on the other hand, a large artisanal popula-
tion engaged in bitter struggle with Jews (and later with Conversos) and 
Moors (Moriscos after 1504) over business and employment practices. 
These antagonisms exploded in the 1520s in a revolutionary rising called 
the Germanías (see Part III, Chapter 8). Valencia was thus one of the few 
places in late medieval and early modern Spain where urban popular groups 
mounted a serious challenge to the society of orders.

The Germanías represented a clear watershed in the social history of 
Valencia. When the artisanal and popular uprising in 1521 was defeated, 
this led to the ascendancy of aristocratic and rural interests in the city. Joan 
Reglà’s early work on the region of Valencia has been thoroughly revised 
by Ricardo García Cárcel, who, through careful examination of royal tax 
records, has provided us with a closer estimate of the social breakdown of 
the population of the city. From the figures given by Joan Reglà of between 
50,000 and 60,000 inhabitants in the first half of the sixteenth century, 
García Cárcel argues that around 60 per cent of the population was urban 
workers with no franchise. Some 4 per cent of the entire urban population 
lived from rents (mostly rents collected from rural property), among them 
a large number of clergy members. Reglà reports more than 1,000 benefi-
ciate clergymen lived in the city and received income from lands worked 
on by Moriscos. He also estimates a bourgeois population (the mercantile 
and entrepreneurial groups) of around 10 per cent, with a large group of 
peasants living in the city and its suburbs and engaged in agricultural work 
in the Valencian hinterland. As in Seville, Burgos and elsewhere in Spain, 
neighbourhoods or parishes were fairly segregated. Nobles and landholders 
inhabited the parishes of St. María and St. Nicholas; members of the bour-
geoisie lived in sections of the parishes of St. Martin; their counterparts who 
gained their income from rents concentrated in the parishes of St. Stephen  
and St. Andrew. City officials, royal bureaucrats and administrators preferred  
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the parishes of St. Thomas, whereas artisans, the great majority of the popu-
lation, chose the parishes of St. Catherine, St. Michael, St. Creu and St. 
Martin. Shopkeepers lived in St. John, and peasants and other agricultural 
workers found housing in sections of St. Martin, St. Andrew and St. Ste-
phen, i.e., in the same neighbourhoods as their masters. Few cities were so 
residentially divided by social filiation; this segregation points to the clear 
social rifts – in religious worship, social identification, housing and other 
markers of difference – of early modern Spanish cities. Because of the social 
and economic impact of the Germanías and the loss of artisanal groups, by 
the sixteenth century Valencia became a city ‘of widows, [and] of those who 
collected rents from the surrounding countryside, and of workers’.26

Cities and urban populations in the Spanish world

Anton van den Wyngaerde’s (Antonio de las Viñas in Spain) large collection 
of paintings of cities throughout the Spanish monarchy sponsored by Philip II  
in the 1560s, testify to the importance of urban centres in Spain.27 None-
theless, as Kagan remarks in his preface, there is evidence that depictions 
of Amsterdam, Dordrecht, Ghent, Gravelines, Lisbon, Mexico City, Rome, 
Genoa (not part of the Spanish monarchy but a close ally) and Milan also 
adorned the royal palace in Madrid. All these cities and many more that 
were not listed had urban histories that predated the rise of Spain’s power 
in the late fifteenth century or its colonial ventures. Mexico City was prob-
ably the largest city in the western hemisphere before the Spanish conquest. 
Naples was always a large urban centre, so was Antwerp, a city that func-
tioned (until its sack by the Spanish army in 1576) as the unofficial commer-
cial capital of the Spanish world. Clearly, location mattered. Each city had 
its own peculiar differences in terms of social stratification, urban organisa-
tion and relations between urban governments and the Spanish Crown.

As was the case within Spain itself, the relations, mutual obligations 
between Crown and municipal bodies and Castilian cities differed mark-
edly to the manner in which the Spanish monarchs dealt with cities beyond 
Castile: in the Crown of Aragon, the New World, Flanders and Italy. To 
write a social history of each of these urban centres is impossible, but as we 
move forward in our attempt to portrait Spanish social history, one should 
remember that the history of many of these localities often developed in a 
global context. The local and the global often came into conflict. Local needs 
and traditions conflicted with global policies and new ways of ruling. Each 
city, after all, had its own internal form of organisation. In Mexico City, to 
give one example, indigenous populations were an integral part of the urban 
fabric, its labour force and cultural context. In Antwerp, before the Spanish 
‘fury’ undermined the economic and social life of the city, foreign merchants 
played a role that was unlike that of other large Spanish cities. Slaves were 
important in Seville, but far less so in Ghent. It is a variegated history and 
any attempt to reduce it to simple formulas is doomed to end in failure.
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One final comment is pertinent here because it reflects social views and 
understanding of urban mentality. Spanish artisans and merchants have suf-
fered from serious stereotyping, accused, as Ruth Mackay has described it 
in an impressive book, as ‘lazy and improvident people’. As Mackay shows 
in the early modern period, and most acutely in the seventeenth century, 
Spaniards were charged with having great disdain for work, especially man-
ual labour and mechanical arts. Reformers’ treatises, literary works, foreign 
opinion and most historians of Spain argued that such was the reality, blam-
ing climate, ‘national character’, a heightened sense of honour and other 
factors. These sources maintained that manual work brought dishonour, 
that it was often associated with degrading tasks (such as tanning), or had 
been practiced by Jews and Moors in the past. Thus, the supposed Span-
iards’ proclivity to slothfulness became a ready explanation for the coun-
try’s decline, loss of empire and inability to embrace modernity. That trope 
of laziness has unfortunately haunted Spanish history and those connected 
to Spain to this very day. Nothing, however, was further removed from the 
truth. As Mackay and Hilario Casado’s works show, in early modern Spain, 
the enduring toil of craftsmen and the activities of merchants and bankers at 
the fairs of Medina del Campo were bound with notions of community and 
citizenship. Craftsmanship and commerce, contrary to the usual assump-
tions, also conferred honour.28

Conclusion

Similarly, in dividing the social order into two broad categories – those who 
have and those who have not – one risks overlooking the variety of catego-
ries within each specific social group. In this chapter, I have grouped peas-
ants and some urban dwellers together, but, as we have seen, each of these 
categories included distinct social types. Peasants or farmers in this period 
ranged from servile subjects, as in some areas of Old Catalonia until the late 
fifteenth century, to prosperous and influential landholders often superior – 
certainly in terms of wealth – to their impoverished noble neighbours (the 
hidalgos). The distinction between owning land, renting land or working as 
a journeyman determined rank within the social world of the peasantry. Geo-
graphical location, crop rotation and other factors shaped family structure, 
peasant-lord relations, and types of tenancy. Significant changes occurred 
over time. By the late fifteenth century, the last isolated remnants of serfdom 
gave way to freedom. Peasants in sixteenth-century Castile, overburdened 
by heavy taxation, plagues, droughts and conscription, began to migrate in 
large numbers to urban centres, to the periphery of Iberia, and to America. 
Religion also played a role. Large numbers of Morisco peasants in Aragon 
and Valencia toiled under conditions of dependency and exploitation that 
approached serfdom. Their social organisation and village structure differed 
markedly from those of Christians.

 



Those who have not  75

In the towns of late medieval and early modern Spain and its colonial 
empire, lower social groups also showed complex social gradations, ranging 
from urban indigents to prosperous artisanal masters to oligarchs, many of 
them noble, who dominated the political life of most Spanish towns. The 
latter group will be examined in the next chapter. Within the cities, the dis-
tance between the privileged class and the petty-bourgeoisie was far smaller 
than the gulf separating masters of a trade from the poor. Each city had a 
particular form of social organisation, which was determined, to a large 
extent, by geographical location and economic structure. Relations among 
urban groups depended as well on socioeconomic and regional considera-
tions. Valencia and Barcelona, for example, enjoyed a great deal of politi-
cal autonomy, even in the sixteenth century, and were dominant mercantile 
players. They also experienced more volatile and fractious social relations 
than Valladolid and Burgos, Castilian cities under strict royal authority. 
More importantly, wealth and social mobility made for fluid gradations 
among the peasants, urban workers and lower bourgeoisie of late medieval 
and early modern Spain. Often, the differences within each particular social 
order were far more significant than the distinctions between social groups 
themselves.
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3	� Those who have
Nobility and clergy

The nobility

The boundaries between social orders in late medieval and early modern 
Spain and the Spanish world were, as pointed out earlier, permeable. This 
was especially so when it came to the noble estate. Well-to-do merchants 
not only claimed the status of nobility, as did the ‘honoured citizens’ of 
Barcelona and the commercial elite of Burgos, but they also fully shared in 
the lifestyle and military ethos of the Spanish nobility. Conquistadores of 
very humble origins rose to become members of the highest nobility because 
of their deeds and conquests. At the lower end of the ladder of prestige 
and power, the distinctions between rural hidalgos (petty-nobles) and fairly 
prosperous villanos or labradores ricos (rich farmers) were almost imper-
ceptible. As Díaz de Durana’s research has shown, in Guipúzcoa and Viz-
caya, both of them in the Basque homeland, almost the entire population 
claimed to have hidalgo status, with the concomitant tax and legal privileges 
associated with the rank. The Crown was willing to recognise Basque claims 
for the latter in the Fuero Nuevo in 1526 and for the former between 1608 
and 1610. In Alava, also in the Basque region but different from the two 
aforementioned regions, the number of hidalgos was probably only around 
25 per cent of the entire population. These figures showing the universal 
acceptance of noble status based solely on being born in Guipúzcoa and Viz-
caya or their large number in Alava points to the complexities in describing 
what a nobleman was in the Spanish realms.

When the hidalgo Quixote argues about novels of chivalry with a village 
curate, a barber and the university-schooled peasant bachiller Sansón Car-
rasco, we witness a discussion among social equals, despite Quixote’s own 
view of the nobility’s superiority. Both clerical and noble status, or claims 
to such status, presented an extensive and complex range of possibilities. 
The few magnates (the high aristocrats or grandees) and their ecclesiastical 
counterparts (the cardinals and archbishops of powerful dioceses) moved in 
a rarefied world to which other lesser noblemen and clergymen had access 
only as retainers or servants. At the other end of the spectrum, there is the 
example of my own family. My roots are in a village in northern Castile.  
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It is located on a pretty but not very productive valley on the Ebro River. 
Until the 1970s, the peasants or farmers of Gallejones de Zamanzas (the 
name of the village) serve as a very good example of how life may have 
been in the early modern period and the short distance that existed between 
working the land and the low ranks of the nobility. Dating from the ninth 
century, my family’s village is a very small settlement. Although until recently 
(before most of the villagers migrated to urban centres in the Basque region) 
my relatives were farmers engaged in subsistence agriculture, this did not 
prevent them from displaying noble shields above their doors. This appro-
priation of noble status had probably dubious legal force. Their claims, 
nonetheless, would have been clearly understood by most rural hidalgos in 
early modern Spain.

Regardless of how high or how low in the ranks of the nobility, the noble 
ethos – an honour code deeply intertwined with the exercise of arms – was a 
formidable force in the construction of identity. What constituted the ideal 
nobleman and how one became one were questions hotly debated through-
out Spain during this period.1 Because the aristocratic ideal was varied 
and its influence pervasive, it touched the lives of people who elsewhere in 
Europe would never even dream of calling themselves noble. In one of Don 
Quijote’s many hilarious passages, Sancho Panza announces that since he is 
an Old Christian – that is, a peasant untainted by Jewish blood – he deserves 
to be made a duke, and that his daughter is entitled to marry a high noble-
man. Only his wife’s sharp retort, that one should marry one’s equal and not 
aim too high above one’s station, reels him back to reality.

Cervantes’s ironic and deeply felt exploration of his countrymen’s claims 
to nobility was part of a more general discourse on blood and descent. This 
focused on two themes: references to Gothic blood and Gothic descent in 
the fifteenth century, and an acute and often morbid concern with purity of 
blood in the sixteenth century. The first theme was based on the notion of 
an uninterrupted line of descent from the Visigoths. This cultural myth was 
spun by poets, especially Jorge Manrique in his wonderful poem Coplas 
a la muerte de mi padre. . . , and by chroniclers and other learned men in 
fifteenth-century Spain. The Visigothic lineage, which played a significant 
role in legitimating kingly power and the Reconquest from the ninth century 
onwards, was appealed to with a vengeance again in the late Middle Ages. 
In short, descent from the Visigoths – as opposed to mixed descent from 
Moors or Jews – conferred nobility. It gave those who could claim Gothic 
ancestry a clean and pure bloodline, which then became associated with val-
our, honour, and other chivalric virtues in the fifteenth century. Those with 
claims to Gothic descent, regardless of how spurious, could thus imagine 
themselves as being above the rest of the population.

Gothic descent, or Gothic blood, became a powerful element in shap-
ing the collective identity of Iberians (as ‘pure’ Castilians or Spaniards). 
Sancho, the humble peasant who boasted a lineage that was free of ethni-
cally mixed blood relations and therefore ‘pure’, had a far more substantial 
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claim to nobility – Cervantes is at his sardonic best here – than a high-born 
nobleman descended from Jews and/or Moors. The second argument for 
nobility thus manifested itself as a preoccupation with blood and race; and 
these concerns took their most peculiar shape in the statutes of ‘limpieza de 
sangre’ (cleanliness, or purity, of blood) of the late fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. Essentially, these laws banned anyone of Jewish descent from cer-
tain public or ecclesiastical positions, even though they might have been 
faithful Christians for more than a century. This happened in Toledo in the 
1440s, when the city authorities sought to exclude candidates of Jewish 
ancestry – the terms often used in Castilian were ‘of the blood of the Jews, 
of the race of the Jews’ – from holding municipal offices. Later, purity of 
blood became the criterion for admission to religious orders, to the colegios 
mayores of universities (endowed colleges, providing free room and board 
to those admitted) and to the prestigious and ennobling Military Orders.2

As Sir John H. Elliott observed long ago, only in a society as heteroge-
neous as Spain could such a discourse of difference have prospered. For 
the obverse of the exclusionary concepts of nobility and purity of blood, 
of pristine race and Visigothic legacy (regardless of how seriously most of 
the population took this racial construct) was the actual heterogeneity of 
Spain’s population, the mixing or miscegenation (if such term can be applied 
to Spain) of the different ethnic groups living in the peninsula for many cen-
turies. Considerations of race and blood, though powerful determinants in 
the social imagination of late medieval and early modern Spain, were often 
cast aside, neglected or ignored by those who ruled. A good number of the 
great noble families of Spain had Converso (i.e., Jewish) ‘blood’ running 
through their veins. Ferdinand of Aragon, the great Catholic Monarch him-
self, had Converso ancestors, and foreign visitors to Spain commented on 
the Jewishness of Isabella’s court and of the Queen herself.3 In the Americas, 
the Spanish conquistadors often married ‘noble’ native women as a means 
of social promotion in the New World and of connection with powerful 
native kinship groups. The best example of a descendant of such union is 
Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, one of the foremost writers of his age and the 
son of a Spanish soldier and an Inca princess. The irony of Sancho Panza’s 
claim to nobility (which validated his peasant origins and insularity) lies 
precisely in the fact that many nobles in Spain protested vehemently about 
their purity of blood and ‘race’, but in reality had little or no grounds for 
doing so. Of course, then, as now, good lawyers and plenty of money pro-
duced impeccable genealogies.

Arms and letters

In fashioning the noble ideal, no requisite held greater weight than the exer-
cise of arms. In the introduction to El Victorial, an account of Pero Niño’s 
deeds of arms in the early fifteenth century, the author, Gutierre Díaz de 
Gámez, compares knights to angels, but emphasises that not all so-called 
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nobles are really noble. What confers nobility, for Díaz de Gámez, is the self-
less exercise of arms. ‘They are not all good knights who ride upon horses; 
nor are they all knights to whom kings give arms. They all have the name 
but they do not pursue the calling’.4

In medieval and early modern Spain, ‘a society organized for war’, the 
exercise of arms was not limited to nobles, however.5 In theory, and very 
often in fact, most groups in society, not just the nobility, were expected to 
perform military service. This was certainly the case for the bourgeoisie and 
the artisan groups that served in the city’s militia. Often, nobles died fight-
ing urban contingents during the fratricidal wars of the fifteenth century. 
Peasants also took arms, and quite successfully at that. In the late fourteenth 
century, Castilian peasants erected walls around their villages and defended 
them against noble incursions. In the early sixteenth century, many peo-
ple of lowly origin went to the New World and won titles and wealth in 
the ‘enterprise of the Indies’. In the late sixteenth and seventeenth century 
before the catastrophes that befell Spain by the mid-seventh, they fought in 
the endless wars in which Spain bled its power in Italy, the Mediterranean, 
Central Europe, the Atlantic, North Africa and the Low Countries. Some 
rose to high rank. Most of them died. And the Catalan servile peasantry, 
the remenças, waged war against an oppressive nobility; in alliance with the 
kings of the Crown of Aragon, they dealt the nobles crushing defeats in the 
fields of battle.6

The exercise of arms did not necessarily confer nobility by itself; nonethe-
less, it was an important element in the making of a noble. Great success 
in the field of battle brought, if not an actual title of nobility, a sense of 
belonging to an exalted warrior class. Many of the conquistadors, men of 
humble social origins such as Francisco Pizarro or Hernán Cortés, rose to 
the equivalent of high noble status by their deeds of arms and valour. That 
dream, of success and promotion through glorious feats, died a hard death 
indeed in early modern Spain.

From the late fourteenth century onwards, the exercise of arms was 
slowly transformed in two distinct ways. On the one hand, to be a warrior 
was clearly no longer enough. To be a noble meant – at least in the models 
supplied by period romances and books of chivalry – a distinctive style of 
living (a lifestyle, in today’s terms), a particular perception of the social 
world, an ethics of knighthood and a new sense of aesthetics. The revival of 
courtly culture in late medieval Europe in general, and in Spain in particular, 
produced an image of nobility that had little to do with the realities of every-
day life or with the untold cruelties nobles perpetrated against other groups 
and against members of their own social order. Yet, its divorce from the real 
world did not prevent this courtly concept from becoming a standard by 
which all nobles were measured.

Courtly norms included forms of dressing and active participation in the 
festive cycles that were enacted throughout the realms of the Spains (tour-
naments, pas d’arms, theatrical representations); courtly culture privileged 
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romance and knight-errantry as exalted codes of conduct. Growing up read-
ing romances led the powerful, as was the case of Prince Philip (soon to 
be Philip II and to inherit Spain’s world-wide domains) playing the role of 
Amadis of Gaul in the great courtly pageant at Binche (Flanders) in 1549.7 
When Don Quixote argues that ‘religion is knight-errantry’, he touches on 
a leitmotif that was of great significance to many noblemen throughout the 
fifteenth century and early parts of the sixteenth (though their actual lives, 
in all likelihood, veered far from the ideal).8 Take, for instance, Jorge Man-
rique’s poem Coplas a la muerte de mi padre. . . , which I have often men-
tioned above. A mirror of the nobility’s self-image, it catalogues the ideal 
noble’s courtly behaviour, manners and ethics. A true nobleman – or a true 
good man, for in Manrique’s work a chivalrous identity is subsumed into 
a Christian life  – transcends Gothic blood and lineage, goes beyond the 
excesses and fatuous displays of the Spanish nobility in the fifteenth century. 
The true knight is, above all, a loyal supporter of friends, a brave fighter of 
enemies, but he is also sensible, kind to his servants and relatives and gener-
ous to those below him.

To friends a friend; how kind to all
The vassals of this ancient hall
And feudal fief!
To foes how stern a foe was he!
And to the valiant and the free
How brave a chief!

The equivalent of the great Roman paragons, as described by the poet, 
and a real noble, Jorge Manrique’s father (the Master of the Military Order 
of Santiago and a man deeply engaged in the civil wars of the late fifteenth 
century) – whose death the poem describes – left no great wealth behind; 
instead, he waged war against the Moors, conquered their fortresses and 
towns and, most of all, served his true king faithfully. In the end, Don Rod-
rigo Manrique died the good Christian death, embracing death with nobility 
and turning his back on the material world. The rewards of nobility, i.e., of 
behaving nobly rather than of claiming noble lineage, are life-everlasting 
and memory. To be remembered well – another name for fame and evanes-
cent glory – is this world’s counterpart to heavenly glory. And indeed, for all 
the protests of humility found in the Coplas and in other fifteenth-century 
literary works, remembrance and the pursuit of earthly fame remain impor-
tant components of the noble ideal.9

Emphasis on posthumous fame is also evident in the chronicles of the fif-
teenth century. Royal and private chronicles (of the latter, the best example 
is the Hechos del condestable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo) focused almost 
exclusively on the deeds of valour of their main protagonists – their piety 
and faith, their courtly behaviour, how fashionably they dressed, how splen-
did were their feasts. Their goal, that of the chroniclers as well as of their 
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protagonists, was always posterity: the willing of memory, the construc-
tion of a persona that would transcend the ravages of time and the cruelty 
of enemies. Hence Jorge Manrique’s plaintive reflection on the passing of 
Alvaro de Luna and the demise of the Infantes of Aragon, great lords of 
the first half of the fifteenth century who (according to Manrique) left no 
enduring memories or worthy examples as his father had done. Manrique’s 
catalogue of noble attributes and other similar writings of the age, however, 
overlook culture, or letters, in the Spanish usage, as complements to the 
martial deeds and ritualised displays of valour that defined noble status. By 
the seventeenth century, Spanish nobles, the monarchy itself, were mostly 
concerned with reputación (reputation): How to acquire it; how to keep it 
as individuals and as a realm.

Jorge Manrique himself was a man of letters. One of the highest-born 
men in the land and a warrior who lost his life at the age of thirty-nine serv-
ing the Catholic Monarchs at the siege of one of the castles of the marquis 
de Villena, he was found at his death to be carrying within his vest his last 
poem, ‘Couplets against the world’. The marquis de Santillana (1398–1458), 
one of the most powerful magnates in Castile, was a book collector and an 
accomplished poet. Such noble-warrior-literati were customary in the fif-
teenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. For to be a nobleman now also 
implied to be literate, to be open to the new wave of humanist learning and 
aesthetics that flowed from Italy to the rest of Western Europe. The kings 
of the Crown of Aragon ruled in Naples as well. The most notable among 
them was Alfonso V (1416–58), the uncle of Ferdinand the Catholic and a 
ruler deeply involved in the humanistic learning of his age, who resided in 
southern Italy almost exclusively. From Naples, through Barcelona, Italian 
lyrical forms and Renaissance adaptations of classical learning made their 
way to the rest of Spain, where they were widely imitated by Castilian and 
Aragonese writers. Under this cultural influence, Juan de Mena (an impor-
tant fifteenth-century writer) wrote a fabled but rather dull Laberinto de 
fortuna, in imitation of Dante.

Long before Castiglione’s famous The Courtier served as a model for the 
genteel life in the early sixteenth century, the nobility of Castile and Aragon 
made the pursuit of letters, authorship, the patronage of the arts and the 
inscription of learned motifs in festive cycles a central aspect of their self-
fashioning. The nobility could not exist in the fifteenth century without let-
ters. Don Quixote dreams of deeds of arms, but mostly he reads books 
about chivalrous adventures and seeks to recreate them in his daily life. 
It may be hard for us, living as we do in an unromantic age, to compre-
hend the extent to which romances in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth  
centuries – by then, printed and widely circulated throughout Spain – created  
a context for the creation of what may be called a culture of nobility. In 
Catalonia, knights challenged each other on long broadsheets that were 
posted in the squares of Barcelona, a genre that qualified as both literature 
and courtly bravado.10 The period was filled with nobles who, through their 
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deeds, sought to mimic art and fiction. But fiction also imitated and bor-
rowed from life, so that the boundaries between the real and the fictional 
were blurred indeed. The period, above all the seventeenth century, crawled 
with writers and painters whose great dreams were to become noble. That 
was, of course, the case of Cervantes, Velázquez and others.

Not every nobleman, of course, lived the beautiful life so magisterially 
described for the Low Countries by Huizinga in his The Autumn of the Mid-
dle Ages. But when Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a man of humble origins and 
one of the young soldiers in Cortés’s army, stood at the gates of the great 
city of Tenochtitlan, he imagined it – he later wrote in his recollections – as 
a magical city out of the pages of Amadís of Gaul, the great romance pub-
lished in Barcelona early in the sixteenth century and exceedingly popular 
among the conquistadors in the first colonising stage of the New World. 
Bernal Díaz’s words convey the sense of magic and the cultural and class 
associations of that particular moment:

Next morning we came to a broad causeway and continued our march 
towards Iztapalapa. And when we saw all these cities and villages built 
in the water, and other great towns on dry land, and that straight and 
level causeway leading to Mexico we were astounded. These great 
towns and cues and buildings rising from the water, all made of stone, 
seemed like an enchanted vision from the tale of Amadis.11

Was Bernal Díaz del Castillo, despite his humble origins and lack of fortune 
in his youth, a nobleman? He certainly was a warrior, having fought hard 
battles in Mexico and Central America. In the style of noblemen, he wrote 
a ‘true history of the conquest of Mexico’, a history written late in life with 
an eye on posterity and his own enduring fame. He lived the life of a noble 
in his estate in Coayacán (outside the city of Mexico) during the second half 
of the sixteenth century. He looked like a noble, acted like one and thus, for 
all practical purposes, was one.

The divorce of arms and letters

The combination, however, of a warring life and an intense literary career 
became more difficult to sustain as the Middle Ages came to an end. Excep-
tions remained, of course, of which Cervantes is a very good example. He 
fought at the battle of Lepanto (1571), where he lost the use of his left hand. 
Captured by pirates in 1575, he spent the next five years in captivity in 
Algiers until he was ransomed. He then returned to Spain to a hard life as a 
minor royal official. Seeking to change his circumstances, Cervantes applied 
to migrate to the New World in search of adventure and wealth; when he 
was refused permission to travel, he embraced a literary career.

Nonetheless, letters was often disassociated from arms and proved a far 
more certain road to wealth and nobility than the life of the warrior. The 
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nature of warfare in the sixteenth century and the military reforms under-
taken by Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, the Great Captain, in the late fif-
teenth and early sixteenth century radically diminished the opportunities for 
single combat and individual heroism. Fernández de Córdoba’s emphasis on 
discipline and on the role of infantry, as well as joining pikes and firearms in 
combat (the heart of the fabled Spanish tercios), led to Spanish dominance 
in the battlefields of Europe and America for almost a century and a half. 
Knights-errant had no role to play in these new disciplined killing venues; 
nor were muskets, pistols and cannons the ideal knightly weapons. Not 
surprisingly, there are no firearms in Don Quijote. What an execrable age 
this is, Don Quixote remarks, in which warriors fight and kill each other, 
from afar, with firearms. More to the point, and a comment on the decline 
of knight-errantry and chivalric ideals, is the comparison Cervantes makes 
between a rich and honoured judge, riding his mule through the fields of 
Castile, and his heroic but destitute warrior brother, who lives off his fami-
ly’s largesse to fend off poverty. ‘More entailments’, Cervantes wrote, ‘result 
from letters than from arms’.12

The military revolution of the late fifteenth century, with its dramatic 
impact on the social life of Spain in general and on the nobility in particular, 
was paralleled by a similar revolution in learning. A new social group, the 
letrados (university-trained men of letters), rose to prominence and broke 
into the ranks of the nobility with a vengeance. The needs of the nascent 
state provided ample opportunities for learned men in the ever-expanding 
bureaucracy. University training became a precondition for government 
employment and a fairly easy avenue for social and economic promotion and 
for ennoblement. This was a nobility that depended not on the exercise of 
arms, but on service to the Crown and on the ability to accumulate wealth. 
And these things, wealth and material possessions (land, most of all), were 
often the deciding factors in determining who was a nobleman or not.

Wealth

Lack of wealth, or non-ownership of land, did not necessarily mean exclu-
sion from the privileged ranks of the nobility. The starving knight in Laza-
rillo de Tormes, the great mid-sixteenth-century picaresque novel, stands 
in the middle of the street picking at his teeth and pretending, in his great 
pride, to have eaten a sumptuous meal. In reality, he fed on the scraps his 
servant, Làzaro, collected. He is a fictional character, but one that reflects 
reality. The poor rural hidalgos put their hands to the plough in their ances-
tral villages in order to survive. Nonetheless, they decorated their humble 
village houses, as my ancestors did in a small village in northern Castile, 
with their formidable shields of arms. They also jealously safeguarded 
their lofty, if meaningless, status against encroachment by non-nobles. Yet, 
wealth and financial privileges still went a long way towards the making 
of a noble.
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In Quevedo’s satirical poem Letrilla (early seventeenth century), money 
makes nobility. The Spanish term for petty-noblemen (hidalgos, meaning 
literally the son of someone who has something, or property) was a word 
deeply imbedded in the discourse of property. Nobility could hardly be con-
ceived without property. To have no property was to fall into the lamentable 
condition of the knight in Lazarillo de Tormes. Moreover, in Castile, if one’s 
family was exempted from taxes for three generations, one had the right 
to claim noble status. This was the case of the non-noble knights of Castil-
ian cities (mounted bourgeois soldiers). In the mid-thirteenth century, non-
noble knights were exempted from most taxes as a reward for their military 
service and for making horse and weapons available to protect their cities 
and the king. By the late fourteenth century, the non-noble urban knights 
entered the ranks of the nobility en masse. It did help that they – or at least 
a good number of them  – also used their commercial gains to purchase 
rural estates, and that they sent their children to universities and into the 
Church. Thus, the combination of long-standing tax-exemption, service to 
the Crown and wealth proved a sure road to nobility. In Barcelona, the 
‘honoured citizens’, studied magisterially by James Amelang, also found a 
pathway to nobility or to the lifestyle of the nobility through their commer-
cial activities.

Tax-exemption also worked as a social boundary between nobles and 
non-nobles. As has already been seen, the Basque, because of special privi-
leges received from the kings of Castile-Léon in the Middle Ages, and 
because of their claims to ancient customary liberties, argued that they were 
all nobles, i.e., that every Basque, regardless of economic standing or educa-
tion, was exempt from taxes and enjoyed noble status and privileges. The 
remarkable thing, of course, is not that they claimed such rank – after all, 
claiming some form of group exemption was an old medieval practice – but 
that they succeeded in their claims. In a society where the criteria for nobil-
ity were so vague, the boundaries between noble and non-noble were indeed 
easily crossed. Not everyone could take the road that led to nobility; certain 
prerequisites were necessary: money, ‘blood’, service, education and luck. 
But many did. In this they were abetted by the Spanish Crown’s penchant 
for selling patents of nobility to those willing and able to pay.

It may be useful to look at one specific legal case, which ran from the 
late fifteenth century to the second half of the sixteenth, to see what kind 
of evidence was deployed to secure noble status and what kind of material 
advantages pertained to such a position.

Hernando Mexía de Cherinos (or Chirinos)13

A beautiful sixteenth-century illuminated manuscript in the Bibliothèque 
Nationale in Paris (Espagnol 435) summarises a long and trying litiga-
tion, which the Chirinos family initiated to prove their nobility and there-
fore claim exemption from municipal taxes.14 The black leather-bound 
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manuscript, written in an impeccable and very readable hand, illuminated 
by a genealogical tree that glorifies the Chirinos line and links it with the 
Virgin and St. George, is hardly unique. Spanish archives contain numerous 
examples of litigation undertaken by individuals and families seeking to 
assert their noble status and privileges. In many of them, as in the Chirinos 
brief, we can trace the history of a particular family (or at least the history 
they wish us to believe) over a period of almost a century; and, far more 
importantly, we can see what kinds of arguments were advanced to sustain 
claims to nobility, and how these arguments changed over time.

What, then, gave an argument for nobility credibility and legal stand-
ing? In the Mexía de Chirinos case, the litigation to prove nobility was 
prompted by the insistence of the municipal councils of Ubeda and Jaén to 
collect taxes; municipal officials refused to accept the Chirinos as nobles or 
to exempt them from taxation. The actual process began during the reign 
of the Catholic Monarchs in the late fifteenth century  – though appeals 
were made to events that had taken place during the reign of Isabella’s 
father, Juan II, in the mid-fifteenth century. The final decision on the case 
was not reached until 7 February 1567, when the manuscript was origi-
nally drawn.

Through the narrative of the document, we follow the peripatetic 
careers and lives of the Chirinos family. We begin with Pedro Alminial (or 
Almirante, or Almíndez) de Chirinos, a citizen of the town of Guadalajara; 
his son, Alonso de Guadalajara; and his grandson, Hernando Alonso de 
Guadalajara. The list continues with the great-grandson of Pedro Alminial, 
Hernán Mexía (de) Cherinos and ends with Hernán’s daughter, Doña María 
de Narváez. Altogether six generations of the family are invoked (including 
references to deceased ancestors), plus a good number of collateral branches 
and others related by marriage. In the century covered by the litigation, the 
family moved from Guadalajara (a small town east of Madrid) to Cuenca (in 
southern New Castile – La Mancha), to Ubeda (near Granada) and finally 
to Jaén (north of Granada), a larger town, when compared to Ubeda. This 
legal brief thus sheds light on the possibilities of geographical and social 
mobility in late medieval and early modern Spain; but, in this particular 
case, the perambulations of the Chirinos family may have been prompted, 
as I will argue later, by other, more unpleasant reasons.

Numerous witnesses were called to testify, either to support the Chirinos’ 
claims or to back the municipal councils of Ubeda and Jaén. Most of the 
witnesses were old. Alonso de la Mula was seventy years of age. Another, 
Diego de Arriaga, was seventy-five (‘more or less’). Gil Núñez, canon of the 
church of Cuenca, was seventy-three. The witnesses were clearly middling 
sorts (an archpriest, a canon), but lower middling sorts, pointing to the 
lesser status of the Chirinos and their clients. The testimonies of the Chiri-
nos’ supporters were fairly uniform, except that as the family kept failing 
to win their case in court, the witnesses advanced new and stronger claims 
until the litigants finally succeeded in 1567.
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The reasons most often given to justify the Chirinos’ claim to noble sta-
tus were as follows. First, they had never, in their history as a family, paid 
taxes. They remembered that the great-grandfather, the grandfather, or the 
father of the claimant (depending on which stage of the litigation we draw 
our information from) had not paid taxes, had in fact been exempted from 
them, and had never been inscribed in the tax rolls in either Guadalajara 
or Cuenca; therefore, the claimants argued, they ought themselves to be 
exempted in Ubeda or Jaén. This was, as mentioned earlier, a very Castilian 
arrangement: a family that was exempt from paying taxes for three genera-
tions in a row achieved the privileges of nobility.15

The second most used argument for noble status in the depositions was 
the claim of a lineage that originated in the mountains. Though this argu-
ment is not fully deployed in the witnesses’ testimonies of the fifteenth cen-
tury, by the sixteenth century the Chirinos argued (and the witnesses were 
willing to corroborate) that the family originally came from the mountains, 
that is, from areas in northern Castile and the Basque country where there 
had never been Jews or Moors. The ‘mountains’ was a kind of code word 
for a heritage untarnished by Jewish or Moorish connections. Therefore, 
those born in the ‘mountains’ came from the fountain of hidalguía (knight-
hood) in Castile. This was indeed a common and widespread strategy, the 
tracing of family roots to a region never conquered by Islam and with little 
or no Jewish population. This argument was, in fact, a replay of the Gothic-
blood and purity-of-descent arguments described earlier.

The third most common reason given by the witnesses to explain why 
they believed the Chirinos were noble is that the family had owned great 
houses in Guadalajara and in Cuenca. Alonso Hernández, an archpriest in 
Cuenca, swore that Pedro Almíndez de Chirinos ‘was a generous and prin-
cipal inhabitant of Guadalajara’. He stated that he had known Hernando 
Alonso Chirino in Cuenca as ‘a knight’ (an ome hijodalgo ‘who carried a 
sword’) and that his wife, he added as if to denote her wealth and impor-
tance, wore a gold ring. Their residence in Cuenca, the witness testified, 
was an important house, with an extensive retinue of servants. Moreover, 
Hernando had also been a regidor (a city official) for life. These arguments, 
or most of them, were given for most of the Chirinos as they litigated unsuc-
cessfully to fend off the fiscal demands of municipal councils in southern 
Spain. Wealth, social prominence and municipal service  – the legal and 
material markers of nobility – were conjured to confirm noble status.

Next the witnesses emphasised the military deeds of the family. Accord-
ing to one witness, Hernando Alonso de Guadalajara Cherino fought in the 
wars against Granada during the reign of John (Juan) II (1406–54). Her-
nando’s brother had been, another witness testified, one of the defenders of 
Cuenca during the civil wars, before the ascent of Isabella. Other members 
of the family had also served the Crown or the municipality, which attested 
to their martial history. Another point made by the witnesses, who, because 
of the uniformity of their statements, had obviously been well prepared by 
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lawyers or by the Chirinos themselves, was that there was no illegitimacy 
in the family. All of the Chirinos had been married in church; their children 
were all legitimate.

In the sixteenth century, one final proof of nobility was offered. Francisco 
Tebaeca, an elderly citizen (vecino) of Ubeda, taxpayer and neighbour of 
the parish of San Pablo, testified that the Chirinos did not descend from 
the male line of ‘plain men [hombres llanos, taxpayers], or from Jews, or 
Moors, or Conversos; nor had they or any of their ancestors. . . ever been 
prisoners of, or been punished by, the Holy Office of the Inquisition’. Their 
main claim to nobility, Tebaeca argued, was that they came from a lineage 
of fijosdalgo (lower nobility).

The financial stakes in this long legal process were not significant. The 
original tax dues in dispute amounted to 500 sueldos, a meagre sum in late 
fifteenth-century Spain. Litigation and manuscript-related costs far exceeded 
the total amount of taxes being contested. Consider not only the great 
expense of carrying out a lawsuit for such a long time, but the high cost of 
drawing a document as elaborate as the one Hernando Mexía de Cherinos 
and his daughter commissioned to certify their noble status. The family tree 
placed the family under the protection of the Virgin and of St. George. The 
claim was about money, but it was far more about status. And, in that sense, 
the stakes were high indeed. I am not a betting man, but I would be willing 
to wager a small fortune that the Chirinos were Conversos. In fact, it is not 
possible to establish this for certain, but there is strong evidence to suggest 
it. Their frequent moves – from Guadalajara to Cuenca, to Ubeda, to Jaén 
(the latter town was a stronghold of Converso artisans and shopkeepers) – 
are strong clues. They bespeak an attempt to carve out a new life, a new 
identity, in different towns, where old connections and familial ties would 
have been unknown or less known. Their marriages also suggest probable 
Jewish origins and Converso filiation. One of their relatives, named Mosén 
Diego de Valera, may have been the well-known Converso intellectual in the 
court of the Catholic Monarchs. And, although some of the female members 
of the family seemed to have married into the nobility, one Hernán Mexía de 
Cherino married Doña Isabel of Murcia, daughter of a bachiller (university-
trained man) of Murcia. Her name, although this cannot be stated conclu-
sively, hints at Converso origins.

There is more internal evidence pointing to the probability of Converso 
origins in this fifty-eight-folio brief, and one needs to return to the local 
archives to follow up on the more than seventy names mentioned in it. Our 
purpose here, however, is to answer the question: what makes a noble? 
Clearly, family ancestry, place of origin, wealth, purity of blood (after 1492), 
military and municipal service and a history of tax-exemption were essential 
components in the making of a noble. These prerequisites, either individu-
ally or as a group, applied to all those wishing to attain noble status. Some 
Muslim knights, studied by Ana Echevarría, crossed over from being enemy 
soldiers to being faithful defenders of the Crown and Christianity. Their 
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military prowess and their conversions served as avenues for social promo-
tion.16 Moreover, being a noble was of utmost importance, if one wished to 
overcome Converso ancestry and to attain social distinction. Although the 
Chirinos had a hard time obtaining their noble patent from the royal court, 
they, and others like them, ultimately achieved their goal. Social mobility 
was possible, if one had wealth, determination and a good lawyer.

The nobility in Spain

Unlike in England, where the ranks of hereditary nobility were quite small, in 
Spain the ranks of the nobility were vast. In the Iberian realms families such 
as the de Chirinos (Cherinos) could also enter claims to noble status. Even 
Conversos with close relatives severely condemned by the Inquisition, such 
as the Bernuy family (see Chapter 4), could rise to the highest ranks in the 
land. And the nobility kept on growing throughout the early modern period, 
even as its role in warfare, politics and the economy diminished. Thus an 
inverse relation was obtained between the importance of nobles in the affairs 
of the realm (though a few grandees still exerted great influence) and the self-
aggrandizing representations of their own standing. With the exception of 
the validos (the kings’ favourites) such as the duke of Lerma under Philip III  
(1598–1621) and the Count-Duke of Olivares under Philip IV (1621–65) 
and their levy of dependents, a great deal of the business of government was 
conducted by secretaries, men of humble origins who owed their livelihood 
and eventual ennoblement to the king or to other powerful noblemen.

Some questions remain to be asked. How many nobles were there in 
Spain? What role did they play in Spanish society? And what was their ter-
ritorial and hierarchical distribution throughout the Spains? Most estimates 
that the number of nobles in Spain between the fifteenth and the seventeenth 
centuries ranged from the high figure of 13 per cent to a lower estimate 
of 10 per cent of the entire population, the latter being a more probable 
approximation. Even the 10 per cent figure, however, represents the high-
est percentage of aristocrats in a Western European country and reveals the 
passionate commitment of a large segment of the Spanish population to a 
noble life. Beyond prestige and vainglory, noble status carried with it spe-
cific advantages, above all tax-exemption. We have already seen to what an 
extent the de Chirinos family was willing to litigate and spend money and 
energy to secure such a privilege. In addition, nobles had special legal rights 
and faced lesser penalties for criminal charges. Members of the privileged 
groups, the nobility and clergy alike, could not be sent to row in the gal-
leys as common criminals; they could also not be imprisoned for debts; and 
they were entitled to special prisons and the right not to be tortured. Such 
advantages, which also exist in our world today, are clearly associated with 
class privileges; they were certainly worth the money and effort that many 
in Spain expended in purchasing a patent of nobility, or in marrying off a 
daughter – and paying huge dowries – to an impoverished hidalgo.
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Noblemen were plentiful in the peninsula, but they were not evenly dis-
tributed throughout the land. The percentage of nobles was higher in Castile 
than in the Crown of Aragon, and higher in some regions of Castile than in 
others. Moreover, as I have indicated above, the distance between the high 
nobility – the so-called títulos (lineages) or grandees – and the rural lower 
nobility was wide indeed. At the pinnacle of the great lineages were the 
Velasco, La Cerda and Manrique families in Old Castile; the Medina Sidonia 
and Ponce de León families in Andalusia; the Paredes-Cardona and Cabrera 
families in Catalonia; the Hijar, Castro and Bolea families in Aragon; and 
the Borjas in Valencia. These constituted the most important noble groups 
among the thirty-five títulos (the number had been set at thirty-five in 1520 
but rose to over a hundred by 1600) that formed a close and powerful 
elite. Each of these families in turn had their own extensive constellation 
of dependent nobles, and multitude of servants and peasants working their 
lands and enhancing their fabulous wealth and ostentatious lifestyles.17

For the few noblemen and noblewomen at the top, the partial loss of 
political power and the dwindling of their role in the making and unmaking 
of kings was more than compensated by an increase, through royal largesse, 
in their lordships and income. We may not find it too difficult to visualise 
great differences in income – for they exist in our world as well – but these 
sharp contrasts divided not only nobles and peasants but also different lev-
els of the nobility. Through entailment (which was regulated and sanctioned 
by the cortes of Toro, 1504), primogeniture, and with full acquiescence of 
the Crown, this narrow elite, between thirty-five and a hundred families 
altogether and deeply intertwined by marriage, secured their privileges. In 
1536, the count of Benavente, a great lord in the Tierra de Campos, had an 
annual expenditure of over 18,000,000 mrs, of which more than 1 million 
mrs went for personal expenses. His castle inspired awe in foreign travellers, 
as did his private zoo. The duke of the Infantado ruled over 800 villages 
and 90,000 peasants or vassals (which is more than some small countries 
today).18

A most remarkable example of aristocratic privilege is Doña Leonor, the 
daughter of Sancho, brother of Henry II, who was known as the rica hem-
bra, the rich woman, and whose affluence equalled that of the ricos hom-
bres, the highest nobility in early fifteenth-century Castile. Her fabulous 
wealth and family connections led to her marriage to her nephew, Ferdinand 
of Antequera, and eventually to the throne of Aragon as consort to her 
husband.

It is told that she could walk or ride from the border of Aragon to the 
border of Portugal, clear across Castile, without ever stepping out of her 
own lands. Inconceivably rich, the niece of a king, the wife of another, the 
mother of kings, a pious and learned woman, a peacemaker, Leonor also 
exemplified the way in which wealth and family ties could overcome the 
social restrictions imposed on those of her sex. From her and others like 
her, Queen Isabella would learn about the right to rule. Yet, here at the end 
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of this section, it is proper to compare the lavish lifestyles of these aristo-
crats with the average salary of an agricultural worker, around 16 mrs a 
day, and to recall as well the meagre income and diet of Don Quixote, who 
spent one-third of his income on ‘suspicious stews and lentils’, and the vain 
hidalgo in Lazarillo de Tormes, who did not even have enough to eat.

The clergy

If there were more nobles in Spain, as a percentage of the general popula-
tion, than anywhere else in early modern Western Europe, the same can be 
said for the clergy. Enjoying most of the financial, legal and social privileges 
that were held by the nobility, the clergy swelled to unprecedented numbers. 
Exact figures are not easy to come by, and historians’ estimates have fluc-
tuated between 80,000 and 200,000 in the mid to late sixteenth century, 
with perhaps the figure increasing in the seventeenth century. This places 
the ecclesiastical population at somewhere between 2 and 3 per cent of the 
total population of Spain, without taking into account the numerous secular 
individuals who were attached to ecclesiastical establishments and claimed 
the same privileges as the churchmen. The impression of a Spain overrun by 
nobles and ecclesiastics, both of them enjoying tax-exemption and exces-
sively conscious of their social distinctiveness, has always been exaggerated; 
nonetheless, it has a kernel of truth.

The ecclesiastical world had its own internal hierarchy. Beyond the sepa-
ration between a regular clergy (monks, nuns, mendicant friars, i.e. those 
who lived in monasteries and followed a rule) and a secular clergy (those 
who lived in the world, i.e. priests, bishops, etc.), the Military Orders (which 
in theory followed a monastic rule), these three clerical groups were bound 
together by noble and ecclesiastical ideals and were bastions of economic 
and social privilege (especially at the top). In addition, the Inquisition pur-
portedly combined the interests of the state with those of the Church and 
integrated a vast network of lay people, the familiares, into the ecclesiastical 
order. We shall revisit the Inquisition in some detail later on, for its impact 
on the social life of Spain was great indeed.

The regular clergy was, by all accounts, far more numerous than the secu-
lar one. The cortes of 1626, for example, estimated the number of convents 
in Spain to be 9,088. Nonetheless, despite its lower numbers, the wealth 
of the secular clergy was overwhelming. Sir John H. Elliott mentions that 
the income of the entire Spanish Church in the early sixteenth century 
was 6 million ducats. Of these, the regular clergy received 2 million duc-
ats of income and the secular Church received the remaining 4 million.19 
This immense income came from different sources, most of it originating 
in the vast domains the Church had accumulated in an earlier period. From 
the tenth to the thirteenth century, noble and royal testaments, donations 
and privileges, often ‘for the remedy or salvation of one’s soul’, had added 
considerably to the wealth of the Church. Even though contributions to 
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the Church declined in the late Middle Ages, pious donations still brought 
vast sums to the Church’s coffers. In addition, the tithes and rents from 
its sizeable rural holdings provided a fabulous income. But these financial 
gains were attainable only in an economy that successfully resisted radical 
transformations, i.e., in an economy that privileged income derived from 
rural rents and from the export of raw materials, mostly wool from large 
flocks travelling in the annual transhumance. The Church, like the nobility, 
became defenders of the status quo and jealously guarded against economic 
changes and innovations.

For all the Church’s wealth, its benefits did not reach all churchmen 
equally. Indeed the same sharp differences that existed within the nobil-
ity were widely present within the clergy. At the top of the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy, fifty or so bishops and archbishops enjoyed extraordinarily large 
incomes and lived in luxury. Yet, even within this narrow group, differ-
ences existed. The archbishop of Toledo, the Primate of the Spanish Church, 
received an income that was smaller only than that of the king in the early 
sixteenth century. At the bottom end of the social hierarchy, the lives of 
poor curates in remote rural areas were barely distinguishable from the des-
perate existence of their flocks. But these are commonplaces that must be 
questioned. The history of the clergy and their ecclesiastical affiliates and 
dependents changed radically over time, and so did their social interaction 
with the laity. These transformations must be examined against the back-
ground of political change in the kingdoms of Spain and within the context 
of burgeoning religious life and spirituality in late medieval and early mod-
ern Europe.

The Church in Spain

Up until the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella, national churches, i.e., the 
Castilian, Aragonese, Catalan and Navarrese churches, had their own histo-
ries, ambitions and programmes. From the thirteenth century onwards, the 
new mendicant orders, Dominicans and Franciscans above all, successfully 
challenged the power of older and more established monastic establishments 
(Benedictines, Cistercians). Within the cities – in the expanding universities, 
at the royal court, in the administering of the Inquisition – the mendicants 
gained an unassailable position. This varied somewhat from realm to realm. 
Geography and economic power had a great deal to do with the social 
standing of all clergymen and religious women, including the mendicants. 
Nonetheless, until the reign of the Catholic Monarchs, the Spanish churches 
were mired in deep corruption and embroiled in the fratricidal wars that 
were fought throughout the fifteenth century. High ecclesiastical dignitaries, 
almost all of them members of great magnate families, took an active role 
in the Castilian and Aragonese civil wars. The most notable example is the 
so-called ‘farce of Avila’, superbly studied by Angus MacKay. At Avila, on 
5 June 1465, an effigy of the king, Henry IV, was placed on a stage outside 
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the city and ritually de-crowned and dethroned. The archbishop of Toledo 
and other high ecclesiastics and noblemen played the most significant roles 
in the symbolic debasing of royal authority.20

Besides their political machinations – most of them aimed at advancing 
their own and their families’ fortunes  – the high clergy and other lesser 
clergymen lived ostentatiously and engaged in sexual misconduct. For the 
fifteenth century, we do not have the racy accounts of clerical misbehav-
iour that Peter Linehan has uncovered for thirteenth-century Castile; but if 
anything is certain, it is that the fifteenth century, as we will see in a later 
chapter, was even worse.21

The middling ranks of the Church, its cathedral chapters, the wealthy 
monasteries and well-endowed churches, before 1500, were mostly a world 
of greed. A great deal of the anti-Converso agitation in Toledo in the 1440s 
stemmed from the fierce competition between old patrician Christian elites 
and new urban elites of Jewish origins over the profitable benefits in the 
cathedral chapter.22 Since the thirteenth century, the urban oligarchs had 
maintained a strong grip on middling positions within the Church and, for 
all practical purposes, monopolised the benefices in cathedral chapters and 
collegiate churches, as they did municipal offices. The children of the urban 
oligarchy flocked into new religious orders, into the universities, and into 
the ranks of the Inquisition; and the profits derived from these offices, more 
often than not, went to enhance the social standing of their clans rather 
than to furthering the mission or well-being of the Church. These middling 
ecclesiastics, men and women alike, were not noted for their piety or virtu-
ous conduct. There were no saints in Spain in the early part of the fifteenth 
century, and not until the very end of the fifteenth do we find paragons of 
Christian life, most notably St. Ignatius of Loyola.

At the bottom of the social ladder, rural curates, poor parish priests, 
impoverished monks and nuns were often uneducated, barely capable of 
performing the liturgy, and lax in enforcing ecclesiastical precepts and in 
curbing their personal conduct. The differences  – in wealth, education, 
forms of dress, political power and perspectives on the realm and world 
at large  – between high ecclesiastics and this latter group were immense 
indeed.

The reforms of the Catholic Monarchs and  
the Council of Trent

The broad reforms of the Catholic Monarchs also affected the Church. 
Queen Isabella of Castile surrounded herself with pious and reform-minded 
religious men. A good number of them were of humble origins, and not 
from the high nobility, which, to a large extent, had opposed Isabella in 
the civil war for control of the throne. Once the Catholic Monarchs were 
victorious, they put the same energy that they had shown in reforming the 
political and economic structures of the realm into reforming the Church 
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and disciplining the clergy, educating them and curtailing their most stri-
dent behaviour. Isabella was prompted not only by the political benefits of a 
reformed and united Church that would be fully supportive of the Crown’s 
policies; she was also a devout Christian – one may even describe her as 
fanatical  – deeply committed to cleansing the Castilian Church, and, by 
implication, the Aragonese churches as well. Nonetheless, as was the case 
with administrative, fiscal and economic reforms, they were far more effec-
tive in Castile than in the Crown of Aragon. There, suspicions as to the 
Catholic Monarchs’ reforming agenda often thwarted the thrust of these 
programmes. In Castile, however, her close advisers – Ximénez de Cisneros 
(1436–1517), a very learned cardinal and royal administrator, and the pious 
Hernando de Talavera (1428–1507), archbishop of Granada – worked as 
hard as the queen to accomplish these ends.

Although historians have exaggerated the extent of Isabella’s reforms – as 
part of the mythification of the Catholic Monarchs – one can certainly speak 
of a reformed Catholic Church in Spain before the Protestant Reformation. 
In fact, the well-merited complaints, which dissenters hurled against Rome 
in the 1510s and 1520s, had already been met and redressed in Spain a 
quarter of a century or so before Luther’s dramatic call for a renewal of the 
Church at Wittenberg on 31 October 1517.

The Catholic Monarchs’ ecclesiastical programmes galvanised the clergy 
in Castile, as did the new opportunities for preaching and proselytising in 
the New World (restricted as it was only for Castilians). Many Dominicans 
and Franciscans, most notably among them Fray Alonso de Montesinos and 
Fray Bartolomé de las Casas, the latter known as the defender of the Indi-
ans, became the public conscience of Imperial Spain and fought bravely to 
protect the natives and to assert their common humanity against the greed 
of colonists in the Americas and against the objections of some scholars in 
Spain and of many Spaniards in the New World. And not only well-known 
figures stood up for the plight of the natives. The Bibliothèque Nationale 
in Paris and various archives in Spain house countless travel narratives and 
letters to the king or to the general of their respective orders, in which men-
dicant priests and, later on, Jesuits rallied against the exploitation of the 
natives and the lack of a benevolent policy from royal authorities.23 The 
heroism and partial success of these friars reflected the growing militancy 
of most of the Spanish Church and a renewal of the Church’s spiritual mis-
sion. That the monarchy, in the laws of Burgos (1512) and later in the Leyes 
nuevas (New Laws of 1542), recognised the rights of America’s natives and 
their unassailable humanity was, in part, a testimony to the Church and to 
the lofty ideals of many of its clergymen.

In the early and mid-sixteenth century, the Spanish Church – backed by 
Imperial armies – was poised to play an enhanced role in European spiritual 
affairs. The Spanish Church, by which I mean the Castilian Church, plus the 
Jesuits and the Reformed Discalced Carmelites (religious orders founded by 
the mystics Ignatius of Loyola and St. Teresa of Avila), became the spearhead 
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of the Catholic Reformation, of Catholic initiatives against the Protestants 
and of far-flung missionary activity in Asia, Africa and the Americas. At the 
Council of Trent – a series of meetings held at Trent between 1545 and 1563 
which established the Catholic doctrinal position vis-a-vis the Protestants – 
Spanish cardinals and theologians, most notably among the latter the Jesuits 
Lainez and Francisco de Torre and the Dominican Domingo de Soto (some 
of them of Converso origin), often guided the Church’s complex agendas. 
To a certain extent, they imposed their political views (favourable to Spain) 
and the reformed programme of the Spanish Church on the rest of Catho-
lic Europe. After Trent, there were serious attempts throughout Spain and 
its colonial empire to enforce ecclesiastical discipline (above all in sexual 
matters), to educate the clergy, and to set more stringent standards for the 
laity. It would be foolish to imagine that the reforms always worked, but, 
clearly, after the reforms of the Catholic Monarchs and after Trent, there 
was greater pressure to conform – both for ecclesiastics and for laymen – to 
these newly defined guidelines of a Catholic life. The impact of these meas-
ures on the social life of towns and villages and on the mores of the popula-
tion at large was extensive indeed. Later, when we look at aspects of daily 
life, we will have an opportunity to explore the nature of these religious and 
social transformations. For now, it is enough to view the growing Inquisito-
rial activity against heretics (Protestants), Moriscos, gypsies and natives in 
Spain and in the New World as one of the consequences of Trent’s far more 
rigid religious stance. Yet, the Spanish Church’s militancy as the vanguard 
of the Catholic Reformation (or Counter Reformation) came to naught after 
the defeat of the Spanish armies in Central Europe and the Low Coun-
tries. By the seventeenth century and, specifically after the triumph of the 
Bourbons in France with their political compromise (the Edict of Nantes, 
quelling for a while religious antagonisms, and the Treaty of Westphalia in 
1648), the Spanish Church turned inwards as Spain became more and more 
dominated, as social, economic and political crises swept the Iberian realms, 
by religious fervour and interiority.

Military orders

Two other aspects of the structure of the Spanish Church merit attention 
because of their significance in the social life of Spain and its colonies. 
The first of these two is the role of the Military Orders in Spanish soci-
ety. Founded in the Central Middle Ages, the Military Orders sought to 
carry out the same task of fighting the Infidel in the Iberian Peninsula that 
their better-known counterparts had undertaken in the Holy Land. Mostly 
a Castilian phenomenon – there was a military order in Portugal (Avis), and 
the Templars had had houses throughout the peninsula  – the great Mili-
tary Orders of Santiago (founded in ca.1160), Alcántara (1166), Calatrava 
(1158) and, with the demise of the Templars in the early fourteenth century, 
the Orders of Christ and Montesa (1317) had, in their earlier incarnations, a 
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quasi-ecclesiastical organisation and a semblance of clerical discipline. The 
Military Orders and their vast financial resources came under royal control 
in the late fifteenth century and therefore lost their former political influ-
ence as well as religious purpose; yet, membership in one of these orders 
continued to be (and became even more so) an important social marker and 
a proof of purity of blood. Throughout the sixteenth century, the Military 
Orders retained their significance as a sign of difference and defined not only 
social position (i.e., the nobility of members) but also racial and religious 
status.

The Inquisition

The second institution, a Church within the Church in Spain, was the Holy 
Office or Inquisition. The great and jealous guardian of spiritual and racial 
purity, the Inquisition was established in Castile, and assumed its Castilian 
form throughout Spain, in the early 1480s. There had been a general Inqui-
sition, either papal or episcopal, in Aragon and elsewhere in Europe, dating 
back to the early thirteenth century, but it had never been allowed to operate 
within the kingdom of Castile. The Spanish Inquisition was, from its incep-
tion, a different institution from that of its European counterparts. It was 
firmly under royal control, serving the needs of the state as well as those of 
religion. Its vast apparatus, which included ecclesiastics (mostly Dominican 
monks), quasi-religious followers and secular employees (the familiares), 
cut across the political boundaries that separated the various kingdoms. The 
Inquisition was the only truly national institution in Spain until the eight-
eenth century; and, in a perverse way, one could say that in many respects 
the Inquisition was Spain, for it sought to define a national conscience and 
set of beliefs. At the same time, the Inquisition became indelibly associated 
with Spain – in recurring, and pejorative, representations by foreigners – 
and shaped the way the country was perceived abroad in the early modern 
period and into the present.

The Inquisition also bridged the boundaries between the secular and 
the religious. Although it purportedly sought to weed out heresy – mainly 
‘judaizers’ (those suspected of secretly practising Judaism) in the first forty 
years of its existence, and Protestants, blasphemers, Moriscos and other her-
etics and dissenters throughout the rest of the sixteenth century – the Inqui-
sition functioned as an effective means of social, political and economic 
control. Enjoying vast popular support, and acting hand-in-hand with a 
powerful state most of the time, the Inquisition articulated, through the 
staging of theatrical autos-de-fe (the public humiliation and judgement of 
heretics), an ideology of power and a policy of conformity to time-hon-
oured social and economic norms. Since the Inquisition was sustained by an 
economy that was based on landed estates and land rents, it did not look 
favourably upon economic innovation or change, and it sought to preserve 
a hierarchical society and to uphold the policies of the Catholic king. The 

 



Those who have  97

Inquisition persecuted Protestants and Conversos, but it also often perse-
cuted those men who sought to transform Spanish economic structures. 
That was the case when Portuguese Conversos flocked to Philip IV’s court, 
fleeing the increased harshness of the Portuguese Inquisition. Soon, as Caro 
Baroja showed many years ago, their proposals for Spain’s commercial 
renewal brought them into the nefarious attention of the Inquisition in the 
mid-seventeenth century.24

Inquisitors, saints and mystics

In the previous pages, emphasis has been placed on institutions rather than 
on individuals. The history of the Church in Spain, as brief as I have sought 
to make it, does not provide us with the understanding of social mobility 
and relations between different social groups that the study of individual 
lives and case studies makes possible. A few vignettes, to be expanded in 
a subsequent chapter on the social aspects of religion, afford us a glimpse 
into a whole range of social experiences and allow us to see that people 
of humble rank or motley background could exert deep influence on the 
Church and on society as a whole. While money, blood and other factors 
promoting noble status, mystic raptures, sanctity (or hypocrisy) and sheer 
determination were the paths chosen by some very singular people in the 
late fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to gain an influence dis-
proportionate to their social rank. The following vignettes, drawn from the 
lives of well-known historical figures, show how, in the spiritual economy 
of the late medieval and early modern Church, a preferred currency was the 
claim of direct access to, or direct experience of, God. On the other hand, 
the period was filled with people who were brought in front of the Inquisi-
tion and either paid with their lives or suffered other severe punishments for 
making claims, expressing ideas or engaging in behaviour that was not too 
different from that which led to canonization in other cases. In fact, some 
of the paradigmatic saints of the period had to weather perilous encounters 
with inquisitors or with Church authorities. From the aristocratic Ignatius 
of Loyola (1491–1556), born in the family castle at Loyola in the Basque 
country, to John of the Cross (1542–91), the destitute child of a humble 
family, we can see the workings of sanctity in creating social equality and 
mobility.

Ignatius of Loyola was a man of the world: a courtier who engaged in 
the usual pleasures of the age, and a soldier who was wounded during the 
siege of Pamplona in 1521. His well-known return to his ancestral castle 
to recover from his wounds, and his reading of Saints’ Lives (The Golden 
Legend), in the absence of his beloved romances, led to Ignatius’s spiritual 
conversion. This in turn led to a failed attempt to journey to Jerusalem, a 
spiritual retreat in the caves of Manresa (Catalonia), the beginning of the 
writing of his influential Spiritual Exercises, and the eventual foundation 
of the Society of Jesus (The Jesuits). Throughout his life Ignatius retained 
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the aristocratic and military values of his upbringing, and they were firmly 
inscribed in the forging of the Society of Jesus and in the later activities of 
the Jesuits throughout the world. Yet, in spite of Ignatius’s inheritance and 
his early taste for romance and chivalry, the Society of Jesus was the only 
Spanish monastic order to welcome Conversos among its ranks; and, when 
it became untenable to do so in Spain, the Society advised Spanish Conver-
sos to join the order abroad. The Jesuits were also one of the first religious 
orders to care and do something about primary education for the lower 
classes (as they of course already did for the powerful).25

Ignatius’s aristocratic background contrasts sharply with that of St. Teresa 
of Avila (1515–82). Born in the old frontier town of Avila, Teresa grew up 
in a wealthy, urban, semi-aristocratic household – at least, the aristocratic 
emphasis is present in Audair’s laudatory biography and in the exemplary 
life constructed by contemporary biographers – but her grandfather, Juan 
Sánchez de Toledo, was a Converso, and a relapsed one at that. The fam-
ily had fled Toledo – a place of bitter anti-Converso riots in the 1440s and 
of significant inquisitorial activity in the last two decades of the fifteenth 
century – for the safer confines of Avila. In the latter city, there had been 
no anti-Jewish pogroms in 1391 (see Chapter 4), nor had there been anti-
Converso riots or unusual activities by the Inquisition. Avila, with an aristo-
cratic ruling elite that derived its income from land rents and livestock, had 
always had a sizeable Jewish and Moorish population active in petty-trade 
and artisanal pursuits.

Teresa’s father, Alonso Sánchez de Cepeda, was, as Teresa herself tells us 
in her autobiography, a man ‘fond of reading holy books. . . [and] charitable 
to the poor’, a man who would not keep slaves in a society where slave-
holding by the wealthy was the norm. But Teresa as a child, not unlike Igna-
tius of Loyola or Don Quixote, preferred a different kind of reading. With 
the encouragement of her mother, a scion of the Dávilas, one of the most 
important and truly aristocratic lineages in Avila, she fed on a steady diet 
of romances, from Amadís of Gaul to Palmerín. She also read the lives of 
saints, always impressed by chivalric deeds and tales of martyrdom. Moved 
by her heroic readings, Teresa left home as a small child to fight the Moors, 
and again, very much like Don Quixote, to seek adventures. But she found 
her adventures and heroic deeds elsewhere. What followed, after such an 
ideal childhood, was her taking of the veil in the Carmelite Order at the 
age of twenty-one, her illness, her conversion to a spiritual life at the age of 
forty, her mystical experiences, and finally her energetic reform of the Car-
melites and founding of the Discalced Carmelites. In between, besides fac-
ing fierce opposition and dangerous suspicions from the Inquisition, Teresa 
authored some of the most cherished books of the Spanish Golden Age: her 
autobiography, accounts of her mystical experiences and of the foundation 
of new Discalced monasteries and other inspirational works were all written 
in a simple and direct Spanish that effectively reached out to her contempo-
raries and to posterity as well.26
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I will not attempt to provide a full biographical sketch of Teresa’s life; 
rather, I  wish to flesh out the diverse social contexts from which saints, 
mystics, and inquisitors and, as we shall see later, heretics emerged. Against 
the supposedly impassable barriers of ancestry and blood – what Spanish 
society misguidedly called race (raza) and the restrictions imposed by the 
statutes of cleanliness of blood (see Chapter 4) – there were many cases, 
not just among ecclesiastics, of social permeability. Teresa of Avila was only 
one of many Converso descendents who made a mark in Spanish society 
and who, because of their intellect, unusual spiritual gifts and good fortune, 
were able to transcend the narrow confines of their social order or the limi-
tations of ancestral filiation.

This is not to say, of course, that it was easy to move back and forth across 
the markers of social distinction or to brush aside the prevailing discourses 
of difference. It was not. Yet, in Spain there were always many exceptions 
that signalled, especially among the clergy, a far more fluid society than in 
northern European countries. No example is more dramatic than that of 
Solomon Halevi, a member of a rich and prestigious Jewish family of Burgos 
(and whose life we will explore in greater detail in the next chapter), who 
converted to Christianity in 1390, studied theology in Paris and returned to 
his native city to become its bishop, Pablo of Burgos or Pablo de Santama-
ría. His brothers and children, the fabled families of the Santamarías and 
the Cartagenas, played a significant role in the intellectual, political and 
religious life of fifteenth-century Castile as bishops, scholars, chroniclers 
and royal advisers.

In the case of Teresa of Avila and Solomon Halevi, unsuitable religious 
ancestry and beliefs were somewhat outweighed by considerable wealth, 
but the humble could also rise within the Church to positions of influence 
and moral command. This was the case of John of the Cross (1542–91), an 
orphan of peasant origins and of little manual dexterity, someone appar-
ently targeted for failure and marginality. His early ventures into artisanal 
pursuits, as a means of securing a living, met with failure, but his sensitivity 
and natural intellect led him to an education, to a fateful encounter with 
Teresa of Avila, and with the Inquisition as well, then to a life as the greatest 
mystic of his age, and to eventual sainthood.27

But it is not only among saints, mystics and scholars that we find exam-
ples of swift social promotion or, more accurately, of advancement beyond 
ancestral or social thresholds. The Inquisition also provided an assured way 
up the social ladder. This was the case of Tomás de Torquemada (1420–
98), the fabled Grand Inquisitor, whose name has become, not always cor-
rectly, a synonym for the cruelty and excesses of inquisitorial practices. 
Tomás’s uncle, Juan de Torquemada (1388–1468), converted to Christian-
ity, entered the Dominican Order, studied theology in Paris, and rose to 
become prior of the Dominican monastery in Valladolid. He became an 
important intellectual within the Order of Preachers and carried out several 
important missions for the Spanish Church abroad. His far better-known 
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nephew, Tomás de Torquemada, also entered the Dominican Order. After 
rising to prominence within the Order and gaining royal favour by the 
late 1470s, Tomás became one of the eight inquisitors chosen by Rome 
in 1482 to reorganise the Spanish Inquisition after its initial rough years. 
Tomás became the main force in shaping the tribunal of the Holy Office. 
As inquisitor general for the lands of the Crown of Aragon, he prepared 
a series of ordinances (Ordenanzas, 1484–85) that established the judi-
cial foundations of the Inquisition for years to come. He became, for later 
historians, the symbol of the Inquisition, of its harshness and abuses. For 
our purposes, what is significant here is the complex web of social rela-
tions and personal ambition that made his soaring trajectory possible. An 
unimpeachable Converso, Torquemada was able to place himself beyond 
the reach of the reproaches and suspicions that were destroying the lives of 
other Conversos attempting to prosper in Spain at this time. His education, 
his pedigree, his fervour and his ability granted him the premier position of 
guardian of orthodoxy, even though his family had been Jewish within liv-
ing memory. These are the contrasts and contradictions that make Spanish 
social history both difficult and intriguing.

Although far more opportunities for social ascent seemed to exist within 
the Church than within other social groups – the Church after all encom-
passed all social groups – I do not wish to overemphasise the openness of 
Spanish societies. The protagonists whose biographical vignettes I have just 
sketched were exceptions, many exceptions I will grant, in a social milieu 
of fixed horizons. The truth lay somewhere in the middle. Within each 
social group, whether of peasants, merchants, nobles or clergymen, enor-
mous differences of wealth, prestige and/or pedigree prevailed. But conver-
sion, wealth, good connections and luck could be enlisted to enable upward 
mobility within one’s own group or class, and beyond one’s group. This 
was true, though much more difficult, even for the people who lived on the 
margins of society. It is to them that we turn in the next chapter.

Conclusion

As was the case with the peasantry and the lower urban social groups, the 
Spanish nobility and clergy ranged over wide social gradations. In contrast 
to other parts of Europe, nobles and clergymen were quite numerous in 
Iberia. Access to noble status was quite open, and entire groups of people, 
entire regions in fact, claimed noble privileges. Various qualifications – tax-
exemption, place of birth, lineage, deeds of arms, royal service, education, 
‘purity of blood’, orthodoxy and wealth  – could, individually or collec-
tively, raise families to the noble rank. Being a noble was all important, and 
wealthy merchants, farmers, Conversos, and other groups went to extremes 
to attain such a privileged state. But there remained a huge gulf between 
the grandees – the one hundred or so families who owned huge estates and 

 



Those who have  101

exercised immense influence on the social and political life of the kingdom – 
and the multitude of other nobles, many of them close to starvation. From 
time to time, after centuries of successful negotiations, some families, such 
as the Bernuy (see Chapter 4), were able to break into the upper ranks of the 
nobility. But they were the exception that proves how tightly shut the high 
ranks of the aristocracy were to social climbers.

The same provisions applied to the clergy, but with some caveats. 
Although there was a strong connection between the high nobility and the 
highest ecclesiastical offices in the land, from time to time, saintliness, the 
favour of the mighty, education and other factors could lead to a bishop’s 
see, a cardinal’s hat or a prominent role in the Supreme Council of the 
Inquisition. The examples of St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa of Avila and 
Torquemada show that someone without a family pedigree or wealth could 
confidently aspire to such positions.

Ultimately, the economic changes of the late fifteenth century and the 
onset of the early modern period often erased or mitigated social differ-
ences, and made privileges accessible to some who, according to the tradi-
tional ordering of society, had no right to them.
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4	� On the margins of society

Marginality, a concept of recent vintage, cannot always be fully applied 
to the medieval or early modern world. In its all-encompassing embrace, 
Christianity assigned a task or place to every individual and/or group within 
its moral economy of redemption, no matter how humble or degraded. In 
a sense, one that may seem ruthless or misguided from our modern per-
spective, medieval society was inclusive, each person fulfilling a role in the 
harmonious working of a divinely inspired history. So much for ideal for-
mulations. In reality, numerous groups and individuals were excluded, per-
secuted and humiliated (what today we might call marginalised), and lived 
perilously on the margins of society.1 The notion of marginality is therefore 
relevant to the medieval context, for exclusion meant debasement, endan-
germent and ostracism for those who were its targets.

The late Middle Ages and the first stirrings of modernity also coincided 
with a powerful drive to define a collective national identity. Throughout 
Europe, but most vividly in most of the Spanish realms, with its greater 
religious and ethnic diversity, literary, historical and iconographic represen-
tations of self and others helped stiffen the criteria for social belonging and 
banishment. Although social formations are always sustained by processes 
of exclusion and inclusion, the conflation of sudden economic, social and 
political crises in the late Middle Ages and early modern period accelerated 
change and created conditions that were qualitatively different from those 
of a previous age. The genesis of the nation-state in the aftermath of late 
fifteenth-century feudal anarchy in England, France, and the kingdoms of 
Castile and Aragon, the rise of capitalism and the discovery of the New 
World served as catalysts for the creation of new and harsher discourses of 
difference. Through them, individuals and whole sets of people could be 
placed not just below, on the lower rungs of an idealised social ladder, but 
outside, or on the margins, of society itself.2

What led a man, woman or group to be placed apart from the main-
stream of society varied in Spain from time to time and from place to place, 
depending on a whole set of historical circumstances. The degree of mar-
ginality also varied within specific groups and depended, to a large extent, 
on class and social prestige. In fifteenth-century Spain, to give a preliminary 
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example, all Jews lived – in theory – on the margins of society; yet, clearly, 
a wide gulf separated a Jewish artisan in Briviesca or Avila, just before the 
Edict of Expulsion of 1492, from a great Jewish scholar or financier at the 
royal court such as Abraham Seneor, the last official Grand Rabbi of Castile 
and trusted friend and adviser to the Catholic Monarchs who converted 
to Christianity in 1492. Not only were these two individuals’ lives entirely 
different (albeit sharing the same religion), but their interaction with Chris-
tian Spanish society was sharply different. While, before 1492, Jews such as 
Isaac Abravanel and Abraham Seneor could move in and out of royal circles 
with ease and could – as Seneor and his family in fact did – cross over into 
the same or an even higher rank by converting, such bridging across religion 
and class was far more difficult for Jews of lower social rank. For the latter, 
exile often led to significant loss of property, and conversion entailed life 
as a second-class citizen, always under the careful watch of the Inquisition 
and the endless suspicion of neighbours. In fact, in the late fifteenth century, 
most of the early Converso victims of the Inquisition came from artisanal 
and petty-mercantile groups.3 For the elite Jews who chose exile over for-
tune and prestige in Spain (as Abravanel did in 1492), wealth and leader-
ship may have helped to ease the transition to exile, but they constituted of 
course little consolation for the bitter removal from ancestral homes or for 
banishment from Sefarad (the Hebrew term for Spain).

With these variations and exceptions in mind, one may attempt to pro-
vide a typology of groups living on the margins of society. In Spain and the 
New World, class, wealth, region, time-period and ethnicity – or what Span-
iards in the late Middle Ages called ‘race’ (raza) – determined the different 
categories in social position and marginality.

In terms of religion, which was often perceived as the sharpest divider in 
what was at least in theory a Christian society, Jews, Muslims and heretics 
(Conversos still practising or accused of practising Judaism, Protestants and 
Moriscos, former Muslims still practising Islam) formed the largest group 
outside the dominant Roman Catholic persuasion. Neither Jews nor Mus-
lims could be classified as heretics, but after 1492 for Jews and 1504 for 
most Muslims in Castile and later throughout the Spanish realms, both 
groups were nominally converted to Christianity. Deviance from their new 
faith, clinging to their ancestral culture and particular ways of eating and 
dressing made these converts (Conversos) targets for the Inquisition. Con-
versos, therefore, formed an important subset – or at least some of them 
did – of religious marginalisation, though as I have argued elsewhere, class 
had a great deal to do with the social acceptance and integration of Conver-
sos into Spanish society.4

Socially and economically, beggars, the extremely poor and physically dis-
abled, those suffering from certain illnesses (leprosy above all), slaves, the 
pícaros (scam artists, swindlers, etc.), prostitutes, vagabonds and criminals 
were marginalised and/or persecuted for a variety of reasons. In the Span-
ish possessions in the New World, indigenous people also suffered from 
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marginalisation and oppression, though, as with other groups in the penin-
sula, their social standing influenced their location in the social order. Who 
they married, as can be seen in the so-called casta paintings, also determined 
social mobility. Slaves, also in the New World, tended to occupy the low-
est rungs of the social ladder. But here again, a domestic slave lived far 
better than one working on a plantation or a mine. The chances of being 
manumitted or educated were also proportionally greater for them than 
those engaged in back-breaking work in the countryside. Clearly, the degree 
of marginalisation changed from group to group and within groups them-
selves. A pícaro – the quintessential example is the fictional protagonist in 
Lazarillo de Tormes or the far more malicious protagonist of Quevedo’s 
El Buscón (The Swindler) – could have a ‘marginal’ life turned, at least on 
the surface, into an ‘honourable’ life. A criminal, as is the case today, could 
successfully escape the arm of the law and obtain respectability. Certain 
illnesses, poverty and even begging could become emblematic of piety and 
pathways to power and sanctification. On the other hand, poverty and beg-
ging could also be markers of low status and expendability. Here the bound-
aries are blurred, and the distance between the marginal and the divine, 
between saint and heretic, are minuscule indeed.

Finally, because of language, behaviour, appearance and way of life, the 
Roma (usually referred to as Gypsies) lived, and live to this day, on the 
margins of society. The subjects of romantic idealizations, but more often of 
pejorative representations, the Roma suffered (and still suffer) endless per-
secution and punitive measures in Spain and elsewhere. But these prelimi-
nary observations do not convey the distinct character of marginalisation 
and persecution experienced by each particular group and/or individuals. 
A brief sketch of each of these groups will permit us to see their differential 
location within the Spanish social order.

Jews

Jews had inhabited the Iberian Peninsula since the beginning of the Christian 
era. Persecuted by the Visigoths, after their conversion to Roman Catholi-
cism in 589, Jews prospered under Muslim rule and reached dazzling heights 
in literature, scholarship and in their economic and social standing. The 
Golden Age of medieval Spanish Jewry (eighth to twelfth century) produced 
such accomplished poets as Solomon ibn Gabirol (ca.1020–58), philoso-
phers such as Moses Maimonides (1135–1204), a native of Córdoba, and 
many other distinguished scholars and artists. This is not to say that there 
were no sporadic persecutions and conflicts, but, on the whole, the period 
between 711 and the early twelfth century was one of peace. The fall of the 
Caliphate in the early eleventh century, however, and the successive inva-
sions of Muslim fundamentalist groups from North Africa shook (but did 
not breach) the long-standing relationship between Muslims and Jews.5
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As the Christian Reconquest advanced south, large numbers of Jews 
either migrated to Christian lands, attracted by new economic opportuni-
ties, or found themselves under Christian rule as Muslim cities were con-
quered. One of the driving paradigms of Spanish medieval history has been 
the idea of convivencia, that is, the idea – as expressed in its most idealised 
form – that Jews, Muslims and Christians lived in fairly amicable terms in 
the Iberian Peninsula and that subsequent intolerance was an aberration 
from the understanding and respect that abided between these diverse reli-
gious groups. Few, I think, still hold such exalted views today. I, for one, 
have never accepted this rosy picture. Rather, I argue that a complex set of 
relations, fraught with mutual antagonisms, brightened by small rays of 
conviviality and friendships, and driven by issues of power, material inter-
ests and religious strife, characterised the interaction between the three reli-
gious groups in the peninsula.

One must admit, however, that in what eventually became Christian Spain 
(the kingdoms of Castile and the Crown of Aragon), Christians, Muslims 
and Jews shared a geographical space and interacted in matters of business, 
politics, sex, crime, culture and in the numerous conversions that flowed 
from one belief to another  – not just from persecuted minority religions 
to the dominant one. Brian Catlos has recently described these relations as 
conveniencia (convenience), which is a word that, I think, describes these 
relations quite accurately. While Jews were expelled from England in the late 
thirteenth century from most of France a few years later, and were battered 
in Germany during the first crusade pogroms and afterwards, they lived in 
relative security – if not always in tranquillity – in Iberia until the late Mid-
dle Ages. At the same time, the usual commonplaces about Jewish life do not 
apply to Iberia. Under the jurisdiction (the legal formula was that they were 
serfs of the different rulers of the Spanish realms) of the Crown (which meant 
that they were subject to royal, not municipal, taxation), Jews were often 
employed as tax-collectors, and were themselves a very important source 
of income for the royal fisc, but they also pursued all kinds of economic 
activities. As farmers (yes! Jews could own land in Spain), artisans, mer-
chants, shopkeepers, translators, royal advisers, physicians, tax-collectors  
and, yes, money lenders, Jews enjoyed a fairly free range of professions 
and economic pursuits throughout most of their history in Christian Spain. 
I have shown elsewhere in my work how the economic structure of Jewish 
communities in northern Castile before 1350 was not determined by legal 
impediments or religious intolerance; rather the economic and social posi-
tion of Jews was determined by the structure of Christian urban elites. For 
example, in Burgos, where the Christian oligarchy controlled trade, artisa-
nal pursuits and money lending (again: yes! Christians also actively engaged 
in usury), Jews were excluded from these activities and concentrated instead 
on medical practice and kingdom-wide finances. In Avila, where the Chris-
tian ruling elite depended on livestock and land rents for its livelihood and 
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power, Jews and Moors engaged in a large share of local artisanal produc-
tion, shopkeeping and petty-mercantile activities. And they did so to the 
very tragic end of Jewish life in the peninsula.6

Moreover, at least until the end of the fourteenth century, Jews enjoyed 
their own autonomy. The Jewish aljamas (local independent communal gov-
ernance, also known as juderías) in Castile and the Crown of Aragon were 
self-governing and often exempted from municipal jurisdiction and taxes, 
though the latter was an endless source of conflict with local governments. 
Jews were also not segregated to specific neighbourhoods. There were no 
ghettoes  – a sixteenth-century invention  – even though predominantly 
Jewish or Muslim neighbourhoods could be found in most Spanish cities. 
Similarly, wealth was unevenly distributed within Jewish society. Although 
some Jews – and later Conversos – amassed immense fortunes, Jewish com-
munities showed the same breakdown by wealth and social status as their 
Christian counterparts. There is ample evidence of Jewish poverty, criminal 
behaviour and marginalisation within their own marginalised society.7

This brief history of Jewish life in the peninsula tells us very little about 
their place on the margins of society. This indeed is part of the problem. 
Although in theory Jews were to be segregated and to wear distinctive cloth-
ing and markings (a yellow star or patch) as a sign of their difference and 
separation from Christian society, the very nature of the legislation in Cas-
tile and elsewhere indicates the failure in enforcing such repressive edicts. 
In truth, it was very difficult to distinguish at first glance who was who in 
Spain. Wealth, appropriate dress and speech, political connections and ease 
of movement from one community to another permitted a kind of melt-
ing-pot environment – most noticeably among the elite and the ‘middling 
sorts’ – which alarmed many people in Christian society, above all the lower 
classes, but also some in Jewish circles who saw these signs of assimilation 
as a turning away from Judaism.8

The question of marginality or, better yet, of the degrees of marginalisation 
is most obvious with reference to the Jews. Because of the ever-present anti-
Judaism of medieval Europe and Spain, the Jews were set apart from Christians 
and branded with all-encompassing pejorative representations that became 
part and parcel of medieval life. According to popular lore and to the diatribes 
of learned clerics such as Andrés Bernáldez, a chronicler of the late fifteenth 
century, Jews had a peculiar smell, were lazy, greedy, sexually promiscuous, 
killers of Christ, necromancers, sodomites, ritual child-murderers and guilty 
of other equally nasty practices.9 If these accusations have a familiar ring, it is 
because western society has continually cast such aspersions to impugn minor-
ity groups or individuals. Witch hunters undertook similar acts of vilification 
in the early modern period, by totalitarian leaders in the twentieth century and 
by Republican candidates to the presidency of the USA in 2016.

False charges and denigrating perceptions notwithstanding, many Jews 
in Spain led lives that were almost indistinguishable from those of their 
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Christian counterparts. This is why crossing over, once conversion had taken 
place, was so easy for the Jewish elite. Nonetheless, eroding social, political 
and economic conditions in the troubled fourteenth century had a negative 
impact on Jewish life as a whole. Indeed, the two centuries before 1400 wit-
nessed growing antagonism against Jews and other marginal groups. This 
resulted, in part, from a downturn in the economy (which began around 
the 1250s), unstable political conditions (civil wars, royal minorities, when 
the Jews could not count on the king’s protection), Christian victories in 
al-Andalus (which led to a triumphalist feeling among the ruling Christian 
majority) and an escalating rhetoric of difference among distinct groups. 
This latter phenomenon, as mentioned before, emerged from the forging of 
distinct Castilian, Aragonese and Valencian national identities – though still 
in an embryonic stage. The construction of national communities entailed 
exclusionary self-definitions: representations of self were predicated on, and 
bolstered by, representations against others. The rationale went somewhat 
as follows: I am a Castilian or an Aragonese, because I am not a Jew or a 
Muslim. But it affected other marginal groups in society as well.10

This growing tension and other social and political events (the minority 
of Henry III in Castile in the late fourteenth century, civil conflicts in the 
Crown of Aragon throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and 
the inflammatory preaching against the Jews by some mendicant friars) led 
to widespread violence against the Jews in 1391 and afterwards. The end of 
the fourteenth century and the beginning of the fifteenth were watersheds 
in the life of the Jews in Iberia. It is here that our story begins in earnest. 
Throughout a good number of Spanish cities and towns, the populace rose 
up in arms against their Jewish neighbours. Most of the violence came from 
the lower classes: urban workers, petty-merchants, the poor. In most cases, 
royal officials, bishops and even the high bourgeoisie, as was the case in 
Barcelona, sought unsuccessfully to protect the Jews from these attacks. 
Clearly, there was a great deal more at stake in 1391 than just anti-Jewish 
violence, for the riots signalled deep social and fiscal unrest. Resistance to 
authority was mostly articulated in attacks against the Jews, who, in the 
popular imagination, were identified with the Crown (as tax-collectors and 
royal agents) and who had always been a traditional scapegoat.11

Regardless of the reasons for the uprisings – we will revisit these events 
in a later chapter – thousands of Jews were killed as they refused conver-
sion, and many more thousands converted, either forcibly or voluntarily, to 
Christianity in 1391 and throughout the next three decades. The massive 
conversion of many Jews was an unprecedented event in Jewish history. 
Some like Solomon Halevi (mentioned earlier) or Joshua Halorqui, the lead-
ing Jewish scholars of their generation, converted without violence, and, as 
newly minted clergymen, Pablo de Santa María and Jerónimo de Santa Fe 
respectively, took to engaging their former brethren in bitter and successful 
polemics.
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The consequence of the events of 1391 and of the subsequent conversions 
after the Disputation of Tortosa (1413–14) was the disappearance of Jew-
ish communities – through conversion, exile or death – from cities such as 
Jaén, Seville, Ciudad Real and others. After 1400, the Jews in Spain became, 
with some notable exceptions, a truly marginal group. Their numbers had 
been drastically reduced and their financial well-being battered by the rise of 
their former co-religionists, the Conversos, who now took over most of the 
economic roles formerly reserved for Jews. Those who remained faithful to 
their ancestral beliefs became segregated minorities in those Spanish cities or 
towns where their presence was still tolerated. They were now confined to 
specific gated neighbourhoods, and their access to other parts of the city was 
restricted, a development that was new to Castile although not to the king-
doms of the Crown of Aragon. After the political conflicts between the kings 
of Castile and the Crown of Aragon and their respective unruly nobility in 
the 1440s and 1450s  – conflicts that were punctuated by anti-Converso 
riots – many Jews abandoned the cities and sought refuge in small towns, 
seeking the protection of powerful lords in the absence (because of the civil 
wars) of effective royal protection. Thus, in the 1440s one finds important 
Jewish communities in such towns as Briviesca (more of an overgrown vil-
lage), under the lordship of the count of Haro, one of the most powerful 
lords in Castile.

This exodus to small localities and appeal to seigneurial protection pro-
duced negative results for the Jews: their withdrawal from important eco-
nomic centres to financial and cultural backwaters further fragmented the 
Jewish communities, now under the protection of a diversity of lords who, 
more often than not, were engaged in open warfare with each other and 
with the Crown for the spoils of the kingdom; and, finally, their separation, 
at least until the restoration of order under the Catholic Monarchs, from 
the only reliable bulwark against persecution and popular violence  – an 
effective and forceful monarch. This is not to say that Jews in the fifteenth 
century did not continue to play an important role at court. They did. But 
we must not confuse a few mighty financiers in the entourage of the king 
(and queen) with the diminishing role of Jews in the day-to-day affairs of 
the kingdom. As Ladero Quesada has shown, Jewish participation in tax 
collection and tax farming in fifteenth-century Castile was now shared fully, 
and sometimes less than fully, with Christian bureaucrats, many of them 
Conversos.12

By the 1480s, after the establishment of the Inquisition in Castile, the 
Jews of Iberia played a marginal role in the economy of the realm. They 
were often in open conflict with Conversos, whom they branded as non-
Jews or worse, were segregated within the few cities where their presence 
was still allowed or were forced to inhabit less attractive localities. Because 
Christians associated Jews with backsliding Conversos, they came under 
increasing attacks and vitriolic depictions. Many synagogues, as in Toledo, 
were turned into churches, but the faith of those who chose to remain Jews 
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had also been reinvigorated and strengthened by the disasters of 1391 and 
the travails of succeeding decades. It may be useful at this point to take a 
closer look at the fate of some of the Spanish Jewish communities in the 
fifteenth century.

A decline of Jewish life in the fifteenth century?

There were some obvious signs of the downturn that Jewish social, eco-
nomic and political life took after the catastrophic pogroms of 1391. The 
violence of that year was followed by subsequent numerous conversions 
and by the Disputation of Tortosa, and the impact on the number of Jews 
left in the peninsula and on their economic well-being can be seen in the 
precipitous decline of Jewish contributions to the royal fisc. The tax records 
of Jewish payments to the Castilian kings and to the monarchs of the Crown 
of Aragon – in 1281 for the latter, and 1291 for the former – reveal prosper-
ous Jewish communities in both kingdoms. Their contributions reflect the 
large number of Jews living in Spain and their relative financial well-being. 
By contrast, the Castilian tax records of 1474 show an impoverished and 
diminished community. The Jews of Burgos, of the city proper, had contrib-
uted 109,921 mrs to the royal coffers in 1291. Almost two hundred years 
later, the amount was only 700 mrs. By 1474 there was only a handful of 
Jews left in the city. Those of Avila contributed 74,142 mrs in 1291 and 
only 12,000 mrs at the later date. This is indeed surprising because, unlike 
Seville, Burgos and other towns, Avila was one of the few cities in Spain that 
did not foster widespread violence against the Jews.13 What this indicates, 
as noted above, is that Jews fled large towns. The latter were beset by civil 
strife as a result of the endemic civil wars of the period, and Jews sought 
refuge in small towns that did not have a previous history of Jewish life, 
and in the security of lordly protection. There were exceptions, nonetheless.

Segovia’s aljama, or Jewish neighbourhood, remained fairly undisturbed 
throughout most of the fifteenth century. Occupying a particular corner of 
the city, the Jewish quarter (not a ghetto) had its own stores and services. 
María Asenjo, a distinguished historian of the city, has identified butcher 
shops, ovens, three synagogues, a bath and a cemetery. The fiscal contribu-
tions of the Jews remained fairly even from 1464 to 1478, indicating per-
haps the stability of the city and of Jewish life there. Since Segovia was the 
hometown of Abraham Seneor (see above), its Jews gained a strong advo-
cate of their interests in the royal court and were able to protect themselves 
from the virulent preaching of Dominican friars such as Francisco de la 
Peña. As they had done from time immemorial, the Jews of Segovia engaged 
in a diversity of trades, but more and more, as we come closer to the Edict of 
Expulsion of 1492, they were restricted to usurious activities or to tax col-
lection. In the eastern kingdoms, above all in the kingdom of Valencia, Mark 
Meyerson has traced the revival of Jewish life and their economic activities 
and cultural renaissance. A decline in Jewish contributions to Spanish social 
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life was not altogether true. Local circumstances, the energy and leader-
ship of some of these Jewish communities – in particular Morvedre, also 
carefully studied by Meyerson, and a refuge for Jews fleeing persecution in 
Valencia – show the complexity of attempting to portray the fate of the Jews 
in Spain after the catastrophe of 1391.14

Nonetheless, in spite of local renaissances, in the end all the efforts of the 
Jews to maintain a ‘normal’ life in the face of increasing pressure were to no 
avail. On 31 March 1492, fresh from their victory in Granada, the Catholic 
Monarchs announced the Edict of Expulsion, granting Jews ninety days to 
choose between converting to Christianity and disposing of their property 
and leaving Spain. It was a hard and cruel choice indeed. Historians are not 
of one mind as to what led to the Edict of Expulsion. Some point out that 
the Catholic Monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, were personally friendly to 
Jews. Other historians accuse the Conversos of pushing for expulsion as a 
way to protect their own lives and wealth, now threatened by the Inquisi-
tion; yet others point to the heightened religious and national fervour, which 
was fuelled by Inquisitorial practices and by the achievement of national 
unity after the conquest of Granada. Whatever the reasons, the Edict of 
1492 and the final expulsion brought an end to Jewish life in the kingdoms 
of Spain after almost a millennium and a half of uninterrupted Jewish pres-
ence and myriad contributions to Spain’s culture, economy and society.15

In the same manner in which historians disagree on what prompted the 
expulsion, they disagree on how many Jews were left in 1492, how many 
chose exile, and how many returned from exile and embraced Christianity 
to recover their longed-for homes. The figures vary widely, from a prepos-
terous 1 million Jews in Spain in 1492 to Henry Kamen’s low estimate of 
around 80,000. According to Kamen, close to 40,000 Jews left, refusing 
to accept conversion, though a good number returned within the next five 
years to convert. How deeply ‘Spanish’ these Jews were, in spite of their 
uprooting, was evoked most poignantly in the pride in Spanish identity that 
Iberian Jews demonstrated in their exile throughout the Mediterranean and 
in the Low Countries. Their longing for Sefarad remains etched in those 
large keys, jealously preserved and passed on from generation to genera-
tion, which once, long ago, opened the gates and doors to their lost homes 
in Iberia.16

Muslims

The history of the Muslims in the diverse kingdoms of Spain differs signifi-
cantly from that of the Jews. After enjoying four centuries of almost undis-
puted hegemony (military, cultural, economic and religious), by the late 
eleventh century the tide began to turn. The signal moment of this change 
was Alfonso VI’s conquest of Toledo in 1085, and Toledo is a very good 
example of the ambivalent attitudes of Christian rulers and their subjects 
towards the Muslims in their midst.
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The Muslims had been, with some occasional lapses, quite tolerant of 
other religions. As people of the Book, Jews and Christians lived under and 
profited from Muslim protection, albeit at a price. Christian and Muslims 
had shared the peninsula and fought over it for too long not to learn ways 
of accommodating each other in defeat and of respecting the life, property 
and even religion of the vanquished. It was a practical quid pro quo: today, 
you spare me; tomorrow, I will spare you.

Alfonso VI came to Toledo in 1085 as the emperor of the three religions, 
firmly determined to allow Muslims (and Jews) to retain their houses of 
worship, to practice their religions and to conduct business freely. The cler-
gymen who accompanied the king  – most of them Cluniac monks from 
France imbued with crusading fervour – had other ideas. They began by 
turning the main mosque into a church and by trying to bully the Muslim 
and Jewish population. They did not succeed fully, but in Toledo – as in 
Aragon and Catalonia in the same period  – large numbers of practising 
Muslims came under Christian rule. Free to practice their religion, they were 
nonetheless pushed to the margins.

There is a reason to begin so far away from 1400. The events that fol-
lowed 1085 determined the fate of Muslims in Iberia in two very distinct 
ways. In the two decades following the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa 
(1212), the kings of the newly created Crown of Aragon (Aragon, Catalo-
nia and Valencia) relinquished their role in the Reconquest. They turned 
their attention instead to Mediterranean ventures and to the conquest of 
the Balearic Islands. More importantly, when James I  conquered Valen-
cia, the last great adventure and conquest of the Catalan and Aragonese 
in the peninsula, the Aragonese chose to allow its Muslim population to 
remain on the land, to engage in horticulture and silk work, and to con-
tinue servicing the complex irrigation network that had turned Valencia, 
under Muslim control, into a fabled garden. As had been the case in cen-
tral Aragon, large numbers of Muslims remained on the land, but now 
as rather oppressed and exploited agricultural labour. They retained their 
religion, their language and their customs, but their economic and social 
standing deteriorated. This is not to say, of course, that there were no well-
to-do Muslims. We find them in the documentation, not just in eastern and 
southeast Spain, but throughout Castile and Andalusia as well. Working 
in the silk industry, as itinerant merchants, as masons, physicians, dyers, 
shopkeepers and in other pursuits, they made immense contributions to 
Spanish life.17

In Castile, the developments were quite different from those of the eastern 
kingdoms. Away from the embattled frontier, in cities such as Burgos, Avila, 
Toledo and others, we find morerías, neighbourhoods inhabited by Muslims 
(known as Moors in Spain). In the North, a world of dry farming that was 
too cold for silk worms, we find few Muslims farmers. Working the land in 
most of northern and central Castile was, as we already know from Sancho 
Panza, a Christian occupation.
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In the South, however, after the conquest of most of western Andalusia by 
Ferdinand III (1217–52) and Alfonso X (1252–84) and after a failed rebel-
lion of the Mudejars (Muslims living under Christian rule) in 1264, most of 
the Muslims were expelled from the land, migrating to the kingdom of Gra-
nada or to North Africa. Thus, in the 1350s and afterwards, we also find a 
wide range of life experiences and situations in the Muslim communities of 
Spain: North African and Granadine captives working as slaves throughout 
most of the South and the Balearic Islands; peasants in Aragon and Valencia 
tilling the land in a state of semi-servility; small communities of relatively 
successful artisans, silk merchants (in places where silk could be produced), 
masons and physicians in the cities of the Crown of Aragon, northern and 
central Castile and in some localities in eastern Andalusia; and, finally, a free 
and quite vibrant Muslim life in the kingdom of Granada.

As to the latter, Abd-al-Basit, who visited Granada and its environs in 
1465–66, describes a splendid and lively city, surrounded by abundant 
gardens, fig and almond trees. From a centre of active cultural and pious 
life, Granada’s merchants travelled onwards to Christian Córdoba and else-
where in Christian Spain to ply their trade and to maintain a link between 
North African markets and the peninsula.18

The independence of Granada and the free practice of Islam in Iberia 
came to an end in 1492. After harsh and protracted warfare, Granada sur-
rendered on 1 January 1492, and, in spite of promises of tolerance made by 
the Catholic Monarchs, the Muslims of Granada and elsewhere throughout 
Spain felt the harsh blows of the Spanish drive for religious uniformity. By 
1504, all the Muslims in Castile were forced to convert or to leave Spain. 
The Crown of Aragon would follow soon after.

Conversos and cleanliness of blood

Although nominally converted to Christianity, the Moriscos (the name 
given to Muslim converts to Christianity), unlike Jewish Conversos, proved 
mostly intractable to the new beliefs and language imposed on them by the 
Christians. Jewish Conversos, on the other hand, were often made victims 
of racial stereotypes. Although Converso families might have been Christian 
for more than a century, suspicion and belief that their blood was tainted 
remained part of Spain’s social fabric and mentality throughout the early 
modern period. Positions in universities (admission to the great colleges) 
and cathedral chapters, and access to military orders, with their profitable 
economic privileges, required evidence of purity of blood and proof of non-
Jewish ancestry. Eventually, this process of racialization became the litmus 
test for admittance to the high levels of Christian society. A descendant of a 
Jew, regardless of how sincerely Christian or avowedly faithful to his or her 
king, remained a Jew in the minds of many Old Christians, unless lawyers, 
money or recognition of a saintly life could erase or conceal the stain (see 
Chapter 3 and below).
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Having said all this, however, the true history of the Conversos is still to 
be written. As William Monter argued a few years ago in a review of Ben-
zion Netanyahu’s book, the history of the Jews in Spain is, to a large extent, 
a history of assimilation, that is, a history of the successful integration of 
thousands of Conversos and their families into the ranks of Spanish soci-
ety. The examples of Pablo de Santa María and his extraordinarily talented 
and successful progeny, of the Caballería family, of St. Teresa of Avila, the 
mystic, monastic reformer and doctor of the Church, all of them Conversos 
or of Converso origins, are only the best examples; but they pale when com-
pared to the thousands of lesser-known cases who had fully crossed over 
into Christian society by the seventeenth century. Moreover, the statutes 
of cleanliness of blood (or purity of blood), demeaning as they were, could 
always be circumvented by money and social connections; for the most part, 
they came to function more as a class than as a religious (or racial) sieve. 
The example of the Bernuy family, studied in magisterial detail by Hilario 
Casado, is illustrative of the roads open to Conversos with means and ambi-
tion, regardless of origin.

The case of the Bernuy family

Hilario Casado Alonso, a gifted historian of early modern Spanish economic 
history, has shown in a series of papers and articles the remarkable history 
of the Bernuy family. Although he focuses on the commercial activities and 
trajectories of the different branches of the family (in Antwerp, Toulouse, 
Burgos and elsewhere) – some became Calvinists, others devout Catholics – 
his study allows us to see how successfully some Conversos negotiated social 
promotion in Spain. From the Jewish neighbourhood (judería) to the highest 
dignity of the nobility (grandeza), Casado Alonso traces the history of the 
family from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century. His research provides 
us with yet another example of how wealth, ability and the right connec-
tions overcame the liabilities of birth and religion. It shows, once again, the 
permeability of Spain’s late medieval and early modern social boundaries. 
Caution, however, is required. Though the Bernuys were not unique – we 
have already mentioned the successful crossover of other great Converso 
families – they were also not typical.

The Bernuy were originally a Jewish family (their Hebrew name is 
unknown) from the region of Avila. In the mid-fifteenth century, one of the 
members of the family converted to Christianity, taking the name of Diego 
de Bernuy. As Casado Alonso explains it, the name Bernuy comes from a 
hamlet in the region of Avila, Bernuy de Zapardiel, perhaps indicating his 
place of birth. By the 1450s, Diego de Bernuy was settled in the city of Avila 
as a wool merchant and dyer. In addition, Diego and his brother, Alonso 
González de Bernuy, had long-distance commercial interests. The latter 
traded in Toulouse and Flanders, and Diego had business ties with mer-
chants in Medina de Rioseco, one of the great fair sites in Castile. By the late 
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fifteenth century, Diego de Bernuy was a very rich man and, according to 
Casado Alonso, one of the most important merchants in Castile. His newly 
gained status and wealth led to marital ties with a member of a respected 
Old Christian family of Avila and acceptance into the ranks of the local 
oligarchy. Other members of the Bernuy family, however, as was usually the 
case with Converso families, married endogamously, that is, they married 
other prominent Conversos.

By 1492, however, as the Inquisition turned its attention to rich Conver-
sos, Diego de Bernuy was brought to trial, found guilty of ‘judaizing’ (of 
practising Judaism in secret), and forced to wear a sambenito (a distinguish-
ing yellow or saffron garb) as a humiliating symbol of heresy. Diego’s prob-
lems did not end there. Shortly afterwards, he was burned by the Inquisition, 
though it is unclear whether he was burned alive, or whether his effigy and/
or bones were burned after his exile or natural death. But before he died, 
Diego was able to transfer most of his wealth to his children and friends, 
and the family escaped the Inquisition’s trial fairly unscathed financially.

By the early sixteenth century, members of the Bernuy family had settled 
in the main commercial centres of Europe – Bordeaux, Toulouse, London, 
Bruges, Antwerp – and in the Spanish cities of Burgos, Seville, Medina del 
Campo and Avila. Their commercial activities reached into every corner of 
western Europe and the New World, establishing relations with the French 
court, as well as with the Spanish kings. In Burgos, Diego de Bernuy’s son, 
also named Diego, was regidor (a high municipal post) in 1513 and his 
son, Hernando, also held the post in 1517. By the mid-sixteenth century, 
the Burgalese branch of the family had become immensely rich, devout 
Catholics and exemplary philanthropists. By the 1580s, the Bernuys had 
invented a new history for their family, in validation of which witnesses 
testified, as they had for the de Chirinos (Chapter 3), that they could never 
have been Jews.

In the late sixteenth century, the Bernuys of Burgos owned extensive prop-
erties in the area of Córdoba, and by the next century, one of the Bernuys 
became bishop of Jaén and another, Don José Diego de Bernuy, became 
marquis of Benameji (named after their Córdoba estate). One hundred years 
later, in 1789, the title of marquis was raised to the rank of grandee of 
Spain, the highest level of nobility. The transformation of the Bernuys, from 
Conversos burned at the stake to grandees of Spain, shows – as does the 
saga of the de Chirinos – that wealth, royal and municipal service, the right 
marriages with noble families and above all the hiring of good lawyers and 
intellectuals to reinvent one’s origins, could erase social boundaries.

These examples do not occlude the lives of many other Conversos who 
remained faithful to their ancestral beliefs. Even if often their beliefs were a 
kind of syncretism of Jewish practices and Christian doctrines and their lives 
often haunted by the Inquisition, Conversos in the wide world of the Span-
ish monarchy, whether in the Spanish realms, Mexico City or Lima (Peru), 
sought to keep some of the rituals and practices of Judaism alive. Nathan 
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Wacthel’s moving The Faith of Remembrance clearly shows the manner in 
which sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Conversos were still attached to 
some form of Judaism. His work shows how these Conversos negotiated 
the growing threats of the Inquisition, while settling into the economic and 
social life of the Spanish early modern world. These Conversos sometimes 
married into Old Christian families (though the preference was for endoga-
mous marriages). At the same time, they worshipped St. Sarah, that is, mak-
ing a Jewish iconic figure into some sort of quasi-Christian devotion, and 
other similar forms of devotion. Nonetheless, they remained committed to 
their memories of what Judaism may have been. As Gretchen Starr-Leb-
eau has also shown, many of the monks at the great late fifteenth century 
Jeronamite monastery of Guadalupe were of Converso origin and, unlike 
some of the views of the relations between Jews and Conversos that posit 
antagonism between the two, maintained close contacts with their former 
co-religionists.19

Life after conversion: the Moriscos

Even before the conversions of 1391 or 1492, many Jews were already 
well integrated into Spanish life in terms of language, daily life, dress and 
other material aspects. This was not the case with most of the Moriscos. 
The reluctance of Moriscos to become part of Spanish society, or, to put it 
more accurately, to become part of Spanish society as constructed by Chris-
tians, was remarkable indeed. As long as they were allowed to retain their 
ancestral language (Arabic or forms of Arabic) and practice their religion 
(Islam) with impunity  – even after the forced conversions in 1504  – the 
Moriscos continued to live in Spain in relative peace and to contribute sig-
nificantly to the Spanish economy and society. Munzer, a German travel-
ling in southern Spain at the end of the fifteenth century, always drew, in 
the narrative of his voyage, favourable comparisons between the Mudejars 
or, after the early sixteenth century, Moriscos’ tended fields around Valen-
cia, Murcia and Granada and those of their Christian counterparts, and 
between the Moriscos’ diligence and work habits and, by implication, those 
of the Christians.20 Nonetheless, by the sixteenth century, the political and 
social context in which Moriscos lived changed dramatically. Several factors 
affected Morisco life and led to their persecution, pejorative representation, 
and eventual general expulsion from Spain between 1609 and 1611. The 
first was the growing Ottoman threat in the western Mediterranean and the 
flourishing of North African piracy. Whether real or not, most of Mediter-
ranean Spain lived, even after Lepanto, in constant fear of Ottoman inva-
sion, corsair landings and Muslim raids. Watchtowers built on the Spanish 
Mediterranean coast kept a vigilant eye on presumed invaders. The real 
fear of these attacks resonates in the literary works of the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, above all in Cervantes’s Don Quijote. Cervantes 
himself was captured and imprisoned in North Africa, and his personal 
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experiences in and subsequent release from captivity form the core of some 
of Don Quijote’s most engaging (non-protagonist-related) stories. There-
fore, the Moriscos were perceived as a fifth column, ready to join invaders 
and give information to the enemy, and part of a huge conspiracy to destroy 
Christendom. Even after the naval battle of Lepanto (1571), when a coa-
lition of Christian navies defeated the Turks and barred them effectively 
from the western Mediterranean (Cervantes fought, and lost an arm, in this 
battle), the fear of the Turk and of the Moriscos remained. This was not 
altogether an unfounded fear.21

Part of the perception of Moriscos as the enemy, as the ‘other’, had to do 
with the growing intolerance in Spanish society from the late Middle Ages 
onwards. I should hasten to add that this was a European-wide phenom-
enon and that with the exception of small pockets of tolerance, most Euro-
pean countries descended into a frenzy of persecution. Think of the witch 
craze which swept most of Europe (but not Spain) between the 1490s and 
the 1650s, or of the endless religious wars and religious persecutions that 
almost destroyed European society in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries.

In Spain, once the Inquisition’s campaign against ‘judaizers’ began to run 
out of steam in the 1520s and 1530s, the Holy Office began to pay closer 
attention to the Moriscos. As I indicated earlier, the fears of heresy and dis-
sent were not unfounded, for as the evidence from the Inquisition’s tribunal 
of Cuenca and elsewhere shows, most Moriscos  – notwithstanding their 
conversion – lacked even the most basic knowledge of Christianity. In the 
former kingdom of Granada, where memories of independence remained 
alive, the confrontations between Christians and Moriscos reached a boiling 
point. In 1567, frustrated by the inability to destroy Muslim culture, Philip II 
banned the use of Arabic, the traditional Morisco garb (the veil for women; 
certain types of hats and garments for men), and manners of eating (types of 
food, table etiquette, etc.) that identified Moriscos with Islamic culture. In 
a more extreme move, the Crown decreed that Morisco children were to be 
taken away from their parents and brought up as Christians and Spaniards. 
This was a two-pronged attack in which the Church and Crown combined 
in pushing the Moriscos to assimilate into Spanish society. Two years earlier, 
in 1565, a Church council in Granada had enacted a series of punitive meas-
ures against ‘new Christians [originally] of the Mohammedan sect’, which 
restricted their use of Moorish clothing, questioned the Moriscos’ Christian-
ity and showed extreme mistrust of these new converts.22

The Moriscos in the mountains of the Alpujarras (near the city of Gra-
nada) rose up in arms in a bloody and hard-fought insurrection in 1568. 
After their defeat in 1570, the remaining Moriscos of Granada were dis-
persed throughout most of Castile. This was a cruel fate indeed, for it 
sought to destroy Morisco solidarity and sense of community and to iso-
late Moriscos in a hostile and alien world. In spite of the Crown’s efforts 
to assimilate them into Castilian life, these policies did not fully work. 
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(No such policies were even considered in the Crown of Aragon, where, 
as long as the Moriscos continued to work seigneurial lands and pay their 
seigneurial dues, they were left fairly free to practice their ancestral reli-
gion and to speak Arabic.) Instead, Castilian Moriscos migrated to cities, 
tended gardens, which became the main supply of produce to the burgeon-
ing Castilian cities, or became itinerant merchants and peddlers, and rather 
successful ones too. By keeping alive the links between dispersed communi-
ties, some Moriscos thus found ways to subvert and counteract the royal 
wishes for assimilation. But the Christian population immediately mobi-
lised stereotypes, which are so often applied to those who are somewhat 
different, as tools for the subjugation of Moriscos. Accused of greed and 
stinginess, of having too many children, of being versed in sorcery and  
necromancy, of speaking a foreign language, the Moriscos were pushed to 
the margins of society (imaginarily if not economically) long before they 
were expelled from the peninsula. In some respects, this discourse of differ-
ence is not unlike that which new immigrants confront in the United States 
or in Europe; and it is not surprising to find that it went on to push the 
Moriscos from the margins of society to permanent exile.

To what an extent they were marginalised can be seen in Love after Death, 
a remarkable play written by Calderón de la Barca around 1632–33 – that 
is, almost a generation after the expulsion of the Moriscos from Spain in 
the early seventeenth century. Set in Granada at the onset of the Second 
Alpujarras rebellion of 1568, the play, though sympathetic to the Moriscos, 
nonetheless includes all the markers of difference that make them appear an 
alien people, in spite of their new Christian faith. The Morisco protagonists, 
though nominally Christian, wore typical Muslim garments (short jackets 
and trousers for the men, white doublets for the women). One of the charac-
ters, Alcuzcuz (a reference to couscous, a staple of Muslim diet), is described 
as fat and a drunkard, in clear contravention of the precepts of Islam. He 
speaks in pidgin Castilian, providing a comic relief to the play. Even as it 
gave expression to Morisco complaints and depicted Morisco heroic deeds, 
Love after Death served to remind audiences in the 1630s of the distance 
that existed between them and the exiled Moriscos. The reconciliation and 
generous forgiveness scene that closes the play was little more than wishful 
thinking; it masked the unrelenting refusal of most Spanish Christians to 
admit in their midst those different from themselves.23

Gypsies (Roma)

At the outermost margins of Spanish society were the Gypsies or Roma 
(Romany) people. A world unto themselves, unwilling to give up their wan-
dering lives and to settle within the confines of Spanish society, the Roma, 
despite their small numbers, played and still play a significant role in the 
Spanish imagination. Their wandering lives, their exotic modus vivendi and 
dress, their peculiar languages – exotic and peculiar, of course, only from 
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the perspective of the dominant culture – made the Gypsies (the gitanos) 
objects of cruel persecution, discrimination and derogatory representations, 
but objects also of long-standing fascination and idealisation, the latter 
most powerfully in the Romantic imagining of Gypsies in the nineteenth 
century.24

In many respects, as despised as they were and unfortunately still are, 
the Gypsies provided and still provide Europeans and people elsewhere in 
the world with a vicarious release from their own sedentary and formal 
lives. Who among the readers – and certainly the writer – has not dreamt, 
at least once, of ‘running away with the Gypsies’ (a popular expression 
in Spanish) and wandering the roads of the world without acknowledging 
frontiers or laws? The ugly counterpart to this was the tarnishing of Gypsies 
in fifteenth-, sixteenth- and seventeenth- century Spain as congenital thieves 
and tricksters, as kidnappers of children, as practitioners of the black arts, 
as irreligious, lascivious and other defamations which in early modern Spain 
or twentieth-century Europe could get one into a lot of trouble. Even the 
great Cervantes, who could write so wittily and passionately about Moors 
and Jews, drew the line at Gypsies in his novel La gitanilla (The Gypsy 
Girl, 1613). Nonetheless, as Leblon, Vassberg and others have shown, the 
Roma people occupied a useful economic niche. As wandering people, they 
carried goods across the land, often illicitly as contraband, thereby making 
them more desirable for isolated villagers. Coming through small villages 
and towns, the Gypsies read palms, told fortunes and entertained the people 
with sensuous dances and songs – as they still do today. They were itiner-
ant tinkerers, small traders and con artists; their constant roaming helped 
them somewhat escape the harsh policies of expulsion that were carried out 
against Jews and Moors, Conversos and Moriscos.

But they escaped at a very high price. As William Monter has pointed 
out: ‘The Gypsies were total pariahs, who never intermarried with Old 
Christians; their mobility and their private language protected them from 
the Holy Office. Consequently, only a handful of them were ever arrested 
and none was executed, despite their well-earned reputation for blasphemy, 
irreligion and superstition’. On the other hand, precisely because they were 
Gypsies, from 1539 onwards ‘all male Gypsies between the ages of twenty 
and fifty were ordered to serve on the royal galleys for six years’.25 One had 
to be very hardy indeed to survive rowing in the galleys for six years, but 
finding and capturing the Gypsies, getting them to the galleys and keeping 
them there was no easy task either.

On the criminal margins

In a later chapter on violence, we shall meet in fuller detail a whole gallery 
of rogues, people who lived fully outside the bounds of the law or who 
strode perilously the criminal boundaries of society. Here, I wish to provide 
just a brief typology of these criminal and marginal types. These included 

 



On the margins of society  121

a motley collection of vagrants, thieves, hardened criminals, bandits, trick-
sters, conjurers, prostitutes, procuresses and, finally, pícaros (swindlers), 
those irrepressible protagonists of the great Spanish picaresque novels. The 
lives and shady activities of pícaros – often conflated with those of Gypsies – 
can be found in novels, most notably the anonymous Lazarillo de Tormes 
(1554), Quevedo’s La vida del buscón (The Swindler, 1608) and Mateo Ale-
man’s dark Guzmán de Alfarache (1599). Other works, such as Cervantes’s 
Rinconete and Cortadillo and Don Quijote, as well as Fernando de Rojas’s 
La Celestina, introduce the reader to go-betweens, prostitutes, thieves and 
other marginal social figures.26

Criminal records and civil and inquisitorial proceedings also give us 
glimpses into the activities and lifestyles of these individuals. These are frag-
mented perspectives, however, for they show us only those who were caught, 
or those whose activities, for some reason or another, drew the attention 
of the authorities. The writings of social reformers and the legislation of 
the cortes and of municipal governments, nonetheless, attest to a society in 
which crime and criminals, trickery and violence, permeated everyday life.

But, then, like other social groups, criminals or semi-criminals filled a 
wide range of social roles, not all of them negative. As William Christian 
describes it, necromancers, conjurers, tricksters and scam artists plied their 
trade in sixteenth-century rural New Castile and elsewhere throughout the 
land. Surprisingly, many were members of the clergy or religious orders, 
claiming the ability to chase hail-bearing clouds, for example, or to deal with 
locusts and other agricultural pests.27 In some respects, the travelling conjur-
ers served a useful social function: their services allayed the fears and anxi-
eties of villagers. Despite run-ins with the Inquisition and civil authorities, 
they seem to have circulated throughout the Spanish countryside without 
too much impediment and to have been accepted as reasonably respectable 
purveyors of protection from natural and demonic disasters.

Similarly, procuresses – those shady old women who acted as go-betweens, 
repairers of maidenheads and madams in brothels  – also blended in and 
were associated in the popular imagination and in literary works such as 
Fernando de Rojas’s La Celestina with two very distinct social types: on 
one extreme the witch; and on the other, the beata, the pious old woman 
who went from church to church in her daily devotions, and who followed 
charismatic priests and preachers in ways not too different from groupies 
of modern rock stars. Although it was better to be branded a beata than 
a witch  – an old woman’s very life might well depend on such semantic  
distinctions – the term beata had pejorative connotations, and beatas were, 
in some circumstances, marginalised as well. Perhaps what I am attempting 
to describe here is the systemic discrimination against and marginalisation of  
the old, above all of old, unattached and poor women. Elsewhere in Western 
Europe, persecution of women in general, and of old women in particular, 
was articulated through the witch craze, that is, through the widespread 
prosecution of women as witches and their condemnation to burning and/or 
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hanging. While between 80,000 and 100,000 people, mostly women, were 
executed for witchcraft, such accusations and executions were not numeri-
cally significant in Spanish inquisitorial trials. Nonetheless, the identifica-
tion of old women with witchcraft remained a powerful social weapon for 
keeping certain groups on the margins of society.

Again, however, the point to be emphasised here is that of fluidity across 
social categories. Celestina, the old go-between in the eponymous work 
mentioned above, gained access to the houses of the well-to-do under the 
veil of her piety – that is as a beata – while back in her own abode in the 
outskirts of town she kept a stable of prostitutes, repaired maidenheads and 
plotted malevolent schemes.28 Likewise, Lazarillo, the hero or anti-hero of 
Lazarillo de Tormes, son of a whore and of a thief who was hanged for his 
crimes, rose, through trickery, deceit, and the adulterous pimping of his own 
wife, to a position of relative honour and prosperity in his town. ‘Things 
are not always what they seem’ is the refrain of sixteenth-century picaresque 
novels. Social position and dignity could be purchased with gold and gained 
through dishonest means.

Nowhere, however, was the ambivalence between crime and legality more 
vivid than in the case of prostitution. In Spain almost every large town or 
city had established official brothels by the sixteenth century.29 Antoine de 
Lalaing, travelling in Spain in 1502, reports on the neighbourhood of prosti-
tutes in Valencia: ‘like a little town, encircled by walls and a single gate, with 
a gate keeper. Inside in around three or four streets, there were small houses 
with richly dressed women in silk and damask (between two hundred and 
three hundred women altogether) plying their trade. The municipality set 
the fees at four dineros, and the little enclave of prostitution had two doc-
tors who visited the women on a weekly basis’.30

Prostitution and brothels had long been seen as necessary evils, as ways 
to avoid, in the eyes of the dominant Catholic society, the greater sins of 
promiscuity, adultery, sodomy and crimes of passion. Prostitutes, therefore, 
whether or not under the legal supervision of a municipal council such as 
the one in Valencia and almost every other Spanish city, served an important 
function in the social life of the community. Yet, prostitutes had to wear 
distinguishing clothing that branded them as sinful and fallen women; and, 
in the moral economy of late medieval and early modern Spain, they repre-
sented all the negative aspects of womanhood. After the Council of Trent 
(1545–63) and the upsurge of Counter Reformation Catholic spirituality, 
pressure mounted to regard prostitution, whether legalised or not, as an evil 
to be eradicated and prostitutes as lost sheep to be converted, reformed and 
cloistered in safe monasteries. Elizabeth Perry, in her excellent book Gender 
and Disorder in Early Modern Seville, paints a vivid portrait of the evolu-
tion of attitudes towards prostitutes in Seville. As Perry argues of municipal 
control of prostitution: ‘the paternalism of this system of legalised prostitu-
tion [by eliminating pimps as middle-men and monitoring the prostitutes’ 
health] served important social functions. It reinforced the power position 
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of officials and clerics who could play the role of authority in rituals that 
portrayed their power as acceptable because it was compassionate.  .  . as 
well as neutralized the anger of prostitution’.31

For all that, prostitution represented a significant source of income for 
municipal councils. The heightened threat of syphilis, which raged through-
out the peninsula after 1550, gave greater impetus to the policing and regu-
lation of prostitutes. Surveillance, in turn, made prostitution part of the 
‘official’ social body of the community; for the surveillance of prostitution 
meant the policing of all of society as well. Here, in the regulation of sexual 
commerce and the state-controlled commodification of women, we see a 
glimmer of the geometry of power, sexuality and the law that would become 
part of the apparatus of the nascent nation-state in early modern Spain and 
in Western Europe.

More transgressive than female prostitution, male prostitution (monetary 
sodomitic transactions) operated on the fringes of society and completely 
outside the law. There are a handful of references to male prostitution, all 
of them cases brought in front of the Inquisition. Religious and cultural 
prejudices and animosity were directed at various kinds of transgressive 
sexual behaviour. Sodomy (which is how late medieval and early modern 
men and women conceptualised what today we call homosexuality or, to 
be more accurate, same-gender sex, and which was punishable by burning 
to death), lesbianism, the use of artificial phalluses by consenting females, 
cross-dressing and other unusual sexual acts served as categories for mar-
ginalisation. Jeronimus Munzer reports having seen six Italians, accused of 
sodomy, hanging from their feet outside the wall of Almería. After hang-
ing from their necks to death, their genitals were cut off and the bodies 
were hung upside down to illustrate their distorted nature (against nature). 
This form of punishment, however, was replaced by an edict of the Catholic 
Monarchs (22 August 1497) by which sodomites were to be burned and 
their property confiscated.32

There were, however, some prominent cases of women who dressed as 
men and gained a reluctant acceptance from society. In the early seventeenth 
century, Catalina de Erauso, a nun, fled her convent, dressed as a man, 
and joined the army in the New World. After killing another soldier in a 
bar brawl, Catalina revealed herself as a woman and escaped nun to avoid 
execution. Instead of punishment, Philip IV granted her a pension and, more 
surprisingly, the right to dress as a man.33

As with other types of marginality, unacceptable sexual behaviour could 
be rendered acceptable, or at least permissible, by royal fiat, wealth and 
social position. Male homosexuality, effeminate behaviour and dress were 
often severely punished by death, unless high rank protected the offender 
from the Inquisition and the law, in which case the damnable offence became 
simply an expression of fashion and delicacy (see Chapter 6). Social class 
and, above all, wealth, as Quevedo satirically argued, were powerful lords 
indeed.
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In Spain and beyond the borders of Iberia: slaves34

At the very far edge of marginality were the slaves. As with every other 
social group, the conditions under which slaves lived and worked ranged 
widely and depended, to a large extent, on where the slaves lived, in what 
kind of labour they engaged, and who their masters were. The nature of 
slavery also changed substantially from the early fifteenth to the seventeenth 
in the Spanish world. In the earlier period, most slaves – except for a hand-
ful of African slaves – were captured Muslims (Moors) employed in a vari-
ety of pursuits and trades. By the sixteenth century, several developments led 
to a radical transformation of the institution and to a change in the types 
of slaves brought to Spanish soil and to the colonies. First, the opening of 
equatorial Africa by the Portuguese led to the growth of the slave trade as 
a highly profitable enterprise; second, the establishment of the plantation 
system, mostly dedicated to the growing of sugar cane, created economies of 
scale and world-wide markets. This led to new forms of slavery – a slavery 
quite distinct from the traditional slavery of the Mediterranean world – and 
to a nefarious impact on Black Africans, both in Africa and throughout the 
western world. The conditions of slaves in the ships engaged in the Atlantic 
crossing and in the plantations were harsh indeed. Many died along the way, 
and those who survived suffered the obliteration of their cultures – or the 
attempts by their masters to obliterate their culture, though many aspects of 
African religion, language and culture survived in Brazil, Cuba, the Carib-
bean and parts of the United States. They also suffered untold brutalities, 
killing labour, sexual abuses and other inhumane excesses.

In this regard, and has already been mentioned, the native populations 
of the New World, although not legally slaves (despite Columbus’s recom-
mendation to the Catholic Monarchs to enslave the Caribs after his sec-
ond voyage), were either decimated by illness (measles, yellow fever), which 
Europeans brought with them and to which natives had no immunities at 
all, or died from being overworked. In Cuba, the island’s entire native popu-
lation was wiped out within a few generations. In Mexico, Peru, Bolivia 
and elsewhere, natives were conscripted by the Spanish colonists through a 
series of legal or semi-legal arrangements (encomiendas), often against the 
wishes of the Crown, into back-breaking work in agriculture or in mining 
for precious metals. The silver, which like a running stream flooded Europe 
in the sixteenth century, was dug up from the earth in the mines of Guana-
juato (Mexico) or Potosí (the viceroyalty of Peru) by natives whose worlds 
had been destroyed by the Spanish conquistadors, and who had been turned 
into de facto, if not legal, slaves.

In Iberia, slavery and forced labour had a somewhat different face. Slaves 
came from different sources. The most important one was Spain, where 
Muslims were captured in war, first during the wars against Granada and 
later in the endemic conflict against North African pirates. When Málaga 
was taken in 1487 after a stiff resistance, its entire population was enslaved 
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and dispersed throughout the kingdom  – mostly through western Anda-
lusia.35 Munzer, travelling in Valencia, reports having seen men, women 
and children captured after the rebellion in Tenerife (Canary Islands) in 
1486–87, and sold into slavery. Eighty-seven had made the crossing from 
the Canary Islands in the Atlantic, off the west coast of Africa, to Valencia in 
the eastern shores of Spain. Fourteen died along the way, and the rest were 
enchained, sold and put to ‘heavy work’. Munzer describes the Guanches 
(the inhabitants of the Canary Islands) as ‘beastly’; implicitly, he is provid-
ing a rationale for their enslavement.36

After the fall of Granada in 1492, raids on the North African coast and 
the capture of Muslim ships at sea or in naval battles – the battle of Lepanto 
(1571), for example – provided a substantial number of slaves. But it should 
be added that slaves flowed both ways, for Christians were also captured at 
sea or on coastal raids and taken as slaves to North Africa. I have already 
mentioned the most vivid example of such an occurrence, that of Cervantes, 
who lived as a slave in Algiers before writing Don Quijote. Other slaves came 
from equatorial Africa, brought into the peninsula by Portuguese merchants 
throughout the fifteenth century and by Spanish and Portuguese slave traders 
in the following centuries. The conservative estimate for the number of slaves 
in Spain at the onset of the early modern age is around 100,000, although 
recent scholarship, most notably Bernard Vincent’s, puts the number much 
higher. Regardless of the figure we accept, slaves represented a significant 
percentage of the population (100,000 out of around 5 million inhabitants 
in 1500 and of 7 million in 1600). Divided roughly equally between ‘Blacks’ 
from equatorial Africa and ‘Whites’ from the Barbary Coast, the Ottoman 
empire and regions of North Africa, their presence in Spanish society was 
rendered even more visible by their concentration in urban centres and in 
certain occupations as household servants, hired out by their masters as arti-
sans and daily labourers (both urban and rural) and as part of the retinue of 
great houses. In this respect, slavery in Spain was far less brutal than in the 
New World. Manumissions, the ability of slaves to purchase their own free-
dom or to be ransomed (in the case of Muslim slaves), were instrumental in 
freeing and integrating many slaves into Spanish society. In places like Seville, 
with a large slave population, freedom and integration, however, were often 
limited. In Barcelona and other cities, former slaves organised themselves 
into confraternities and proudly participated in the annual Corpus Christi 
processions. Nonetheless, because of their ‘racial features’ and experiences 
of isolation and discrimination, former slaves were often restricted to the 
lower levels of the social order and employed as stevedores, masons, street 
peddlers and the like. But, although some slaves gained freedom in early 
modern Spain, not all of them did. Slaves were chattel, property, and it was 
not uncommon to brand them, even on their foreheads, with the demeaning 
words: ‘I am the slave of such and such’.

Slaves in the New World could be found mostly in the large plantations 
that became part and parcel of the economic transformation of the Atlantic 
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World. African slaves often mixed with the indigenous populations or were 
often, female slaves, victims of their masters’ sexual predatory behaviour. 
The result was a growing variety of ethnic types and skin pigmentation, 
codified in the so-called casta paintings of the eighteenth century. Natives in 
Mexico and Peru, the two regions with the most advanced civilization and 
largest demographic presence, also occupied a diversity of social niches. As 
noted earlier, some female members of the native elites married important 
Spanish conquistadores or became concubines, as was the famous (or infa-
mous) case of Hernán Cortés’s mistresses, translator and ally, Doña Marina. 
Traditional village elites organised their municipalities, became Christian, 
learned to negotiate with Spanish authorities and retained some level of 
local independence. The empire was too vast. The number of Spaniards was 
too low in the lands beyond the Ocean Sea. Dominance was desired; accom-
modation was necessary.

Finally, a substantial number of criminals and heretics (whether found 
guilty by Inquisitorial or by civil tribunals), Gypsies and other marginalised 
groups trekked in chains along the roads of Spain to serve their time in the 
royal galleys. From the perspective of what they did and of their future life 
expectancy, once they got to the galleys their fate was incommensurably 
worse than that of any other group in Spain. Cervantes, who knew what it 
was to be a slave and a prisoner in his own flesh, had his eponymous char-
acter free a gang of galley slaves led to the Mediterranean by royal agents. 
Having done so, Don Quixote and Sancho had to run for their lives, to the 
safety of the rugged mountains of southern Spain.

Conclusion

Defining marginality in late medieval and early modern Spain is not an easy 
task. Categories of marginalisation (or what we understand today as mar-
ginal) depend on a number of variables, all of which could be altered rap-
idly. Race, religion, economic class, peculiar behaviour, gender and age were 
the most common vectors along which exclusion, oppression, exile and even 
death could occur. Race, as has been seen, did not mean in fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Spain what it means today. Race was often synonymous 
with religion, as in the case of Conversos and Moriscos. In Spain, as in most 
of late medieval and early modern Europe, religion was a key element in 
marginalising certain groups, though wealth could diminish or even elimi-
nate discrimination. Poverty and certain forms of behaviour also led to the 
margins of society. In a country such as Spain, where a large number of 
non-Christians lived and prospered, the dominant religion could and did 
deal quite harshly with those holding different beliefs.

Some other groups, such as Gypsies, slaves, galley prisoners, natives in the 
New World, prostitutes and homosexuals, also suffered increased isolation 
and classification as alien to the slowly emerging notion of who was a Span-
iard. In many respects, although what we call marginalisation has always 
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existed, exclusionary and repressive policies reached an unprecedented 
level in Spain and the rest of Western Europe during this period. Emerg-
ing national identities and the growing centralization of the nation-state 
resulted in discourses of difference and exclusion and, more importantly, 
better methods of repression and surveillance. Those left on the outside paid 
a heavy price, in lives and in suffering, for the painful birth of modernity.
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5	� Festivals and power
Sites of inclusion and exclusion

From the general description of social orders and brief case studies of par-
ticular social groups in the previous section of this book (Part II), we turn 
now to a different perspective of Spain’s social history. Here, and in the 
other chapters of the third part of this book, I will explore specific aspects 
of social interaction, or, to borrow Braudel’s title for his great three-volume 
study of early modern European society, the structures of everyday life. 
My aims in this section of the book are twofold. First, I wish to describe 
the tenor of late medieval and early modern life in Spain, to attempt to 
determine how social and cultural manifestations changed over time, and 
why. Second, I wish to focus on specific social and cultural manifestations: 
festivals, violence, diet, the social aspects of religion and culture, as well 
as fashion and attitudes towards the sacred as sites for the encounter of 
different social orders, as places for social exchange. Although the study 
of such cultural and historical phenomena as festivals, violence, etc. is in 
itself a valid concern for social historians, my interest here goes beyond 
the merely descriptive. Rather, I wish to raise questions as to how different 
social groups interacted through festive and/or violent exchanges. What was 
the effect of these performative events on different groups? How did each 
group participate? What did they bring to these events? What did they take 
out of them? This chapter and the next one examine the role of festivals in 
the social history of Spain before proceeding to other cultural and social 
aspects (violence, religion, culture and daily life) in late medieval and early 
modern Spain.

Festivals

We begin with a series of vignettes that take us on a wide-ranging tour of 
Spain’s festive tradition (both secular and religious) from the early fifteenth 
century to the mid-seventeenth. Our first example comes from a magnificent 
cycle of festivals, jousts, tableaux vivants and other ludic events, which were 
held in Valladolid in May 1428. Most of the events were ‘public’, that is, 
they were performed in the main square of Valladolid, attracting the whole 
population of the city and the surrounding countryside. What follows is 
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a paraphrase of the description of the feast, as recorded in several of the 
chronicles of the period.

On Thursday, 29 April 1428, the Infanta Doña Leonor, sister of the king 
of Aragon, of the Infantes of Aragon, of the queen of Castile, and cousin to 
John II, king of Castile, came to Valladolid on her way to Portugal, where 
she was to marry Don Duarte, heir to the Portuguese throne. Accompany-
ing her were her redoubtable brothers, the fabled Infantes of Aragon, Don 
Enrique and Don Juan (the latter was also the king of Navarre), sworn 
enemies of their cousin the Castilian kíng (John II). The king of Castile rode 
on horseback to the outskirts of the city to meet Doña Leonor and her cor-
tège and to bring her into the city with great honour, the king leading the 
Infanta’s horse by the reins within the walls of Valladolid.1

The actual cycle of celebrations began with a joust or pas d’armes held 
by the constable, Don Alvaro de Luna. Forty-five knights, all Don Alvaro’s 
men, dressed in garments of gold and silk trimmed with sable and ermine, 
rode to the field of combat to sustain the honour of their master. After fierce 
jousting in which the king, the Infantes of Aragon and Don Alvaro partici-
pated in spirited fashion, the constable hosted a lavish banquet. The Infante 
Don Enrique followed with a fantastic production. An Italian craftsman in 
the service of the Infante built a large castle of wood and canvas, with a high 
tower, a belfry, twelve other lower towers and an outer wall encircling the 
castle. High over the belfry, a golden griffin held a large banner of red and 
white, and twelve other smaller banners, also of red and white, flew from the 
other lower towers. From the gate of the imaginary castle to an arch flanked 
by two towers ran a railing of reeds, dividing the field for the joust. At the 
arch or ceremonial entry gate to Don Enrique’s castle a sign announced to 
all comers: ‘This is the arch of the dangerous pass of hard chance [risk]’. On 
top of each of the flanking towers stood a man with a leather horn, and, 
nearby, a golden wheel, ‘la rueda de la aventura’ (the wheel of Fortune) 
reminding those entering the pas d’armes of the unpredictable and changing 
nature of the goddess Fortuna.

The fictitious castle was the setting of a fictitious war. Outside its walls, 
in front of the mighty and the people of Valladolid, the Infante Don Enrique 
danced as a prelude for dressing for combat. After eating and drinking, the 
Infante retired to his lodgings to arm himself. Upon return to his fictitious 
castle, he brought with him an entremés, a short theatrical skit or tableau 
vivant. The chronicler describes it for us: ‘Eight young maidens, riding on 
noble horses, all very well dressed, followed by a cart with a woman dressed 
as a goddess (Fortuna), and twelve singing maidens accompanied her in the 
cart, as well as many minstrels’.

Upon arrivíng at the gate, the goddess, surrounded by her maidens, sat at 
the foot of the golden wheel of fortune to witness the combat. Dressed now 
in armour, the Infante Don Enrique and five of his knights rode to the railing 
to hold the ground against all challengers. To the sound of horns and the 
tolling of a bell from the belfry of the fantastic castle, a lady on a small mare 
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rode, in the company of a herald, to meet the knights attempting to enter the 
pas d’armes. ‘Lords, what adventure has brought you to this dangerous pass 
called Pass of the Strong [meaning difficult or adverse] Fortune? Return, 
for you cannot pass without jousting’. To this challenge rose first the king 
of Castile, with twenty-four of his knights dressed in green garments. John 
II wore gold, silver and ermine (white and black), and his helmet carried a 
large plume and a diadem of butterflies. The king fought ‘as such an accom-
plished knight that it was a marvel’, breaking two strong lances. He was fol-
lowed to the joust by the king of Navarre – who broke only one lance – with 
twelve knights dressed as windmills. The day concluded with a sumptuous 
dinner hosted by the Infante Don Enrique in the lodgings of Don Alfonso 
Enríquez, admiral of Castile.

Once the feast of the Infante Don Enrique concluded, it was the turn of 
his brother Don Juan, king of Navarre. On 24 May, Don Juan and five of 
his knights rode to the joust to hold a pas d’armes. A rich tent was set up in 
an open field, and the host stood surrounded by thirteen attendants, dressed 
in silver (white) collars and red caps. To this feast, the king of Castile came 
with ten knights in garments of olive-brownish green. On his back John II 
carried a javelin and a horn and, preceding him, the king’s huntsmen and 
hunting dogs drove a chained lion and a bear. John II took two turns in the 
list, breaking a ‘very strong lance’. The Infante Don Enrique, with five of his 
knights dressed in brown and blue, followed him. The Infante also broke a 
lance, but then withdrew to his lodgings, only to return soon after, alone, 
without any fanfare and richly garbed in clothes embroidered in gold with 
a placard that read Non es (meaning: he is not [king], as his cousin and 
brother were). After the tournament, the royal family dined at the king of 
Navarre’s lavishly appointed tent, which was decorated with French tapes-
tries and a ceiling of red, white and blue.

Finally, in the beginning of June, John II held his own festivities in hon-
our of the Infanta Doña Leonor. This feast, like the previous ones, revolved 
around a tournament or pas d’armes. In the main square of Valladolid, the 
king’s men set up a covered stand with eighteen rows of seats that were 
adorned with rich golden cloth. The railing for the joust was red, and at 
the end of the list stood a platform decorated with rich French cloth. The 
king of Castile rode to the mock battle, all dressed in white, as God the 
Father. Twelve knights, also in white and dressed as saints and with ‘a sym-
bolic token of each saint’s martyrdom in their hands’, followed the king into 
the joust. Their horses were fitted with red cloth, and each man carried an 
emblem that read ‘Lardón’ (Galardón). The Infante Don Enrique answered 
the call to arms and courtly deeds with twelve of his men, six dressed as 
‘flames, that is, in colours imitating flames’; the garments of the rest were 
covered with mulberry leaves. His brother, the king of Navarre, also rose 
to the challenge. Within an artificial rock, he rode to battle, and one of his 
men, standing on top of the rock, waved the king’s banner. Fifty knights, 
twenty-five in front, twenty-five behind, surrounded the king of Navarre, 
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making thunder-like noises (lanzando truenos). After jousting until ‘the 
stars appeared in the sky’, the king took the entire gathering to his lodgings 
for a feast.2

This cycle of feasts held the popular as well as literary imagination for 
many years. Echoes of its magnificence and bizarre displays still resonated in 
the poetry of Jorge Manrique more than four decades later. In many respects, 
the fantastic chivalrous re-enactment of a chapter in the popular romance, 
Amadis of Gaul, held at Binche (see below) in honour of the soon-to-be 
king of Spain, Philip II, echoed the pageantry of Valladolid. Yet, the later 
feasts also contrasted vividly, because of their marked aristocratic air, with 
other more popular types of festivals, such as Jaén’s carnival celebrations 
in the 1460s, Philip II’s royal entry into Zaragoza in 1585, the numerous 
inquisitorial autos-de-fe performed in Madrid’s Plaza Mayor, in Toledo’s 
Zocodover and elsewhere throughout the Spanish Empire, or, finally, with 
the increasingly important feast of the Corpus Christi throughout Spanish 
urban centres. Elsewhere in my work, I have already studied in detail the 
feasts of Valladolid and shown their political meaning and the manner in 
which John II and his constable, Alvaro de Luna, deployed colours and 
other symbols to enhance the power of the king against their enemies, the 
Infantes of Aragon. This feast concluded with the exile of the Infantes from 
Castile and the temporary victory of the constable’s policies.3

In the following pages we turn to different manifestations and examples 
of ludic performances in late medieval and early modern Spain. My concern, 
however, in these two chapters is not all type of festivities. The private cel-
ebrations of rich and poor, such as the wedding of Camacho described in 
Cervantes’s Don Quijote, will be treated in the Parts III and IV. Here, my 
concern is with communal festivities. With this caveat, a few general obser-
vations are necessary to place festivals within their social contexts and to 
examine how festivals worked and to what purpose.

The history of festivals goes back to the very beginnings of history, and 
they have always been an integral part of the human social and cultural need 
for play. They also served as ways of articulating prestige, social difference 
and power. They also served as sites of political contestation and for the 
negotiating between Crown and municipal authorities, between local oli-
garchies and their constituencies (guilds, the populous, the poor) at home. 
By the fourteenth century, well established cycles of festivals were already in 
place throughout the medieval Spanish kingdoms. In addition, special events, 
or unique circumstances (royal births, weddings, funerals, etc.) were often 
legitimised by celebratory performances. The description of the festival cycle 
of May 1428, with which this chapter began, is an example of the latter.

Calendrical feasts

In a sense, one can posit two distinct categories of festivals: calendrical 
and non-calendrical. Calendrical festivals were closely tied to the liturgical 
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calendar and most often celebrated the landmarks of the Christian year. 
The chronicles of the period include either passing references or elaborate 
descriptions of the festivals held at Christmas, the Epiphany (6 January), 
Candlemas (2 February), Easter, Ascension Day, the feast of St. John the 
Baptist (24 June), St. Michael’s Day (29 September), St. Martín’s Day (11 
November) and the numerous feast days given to the Virgin. Let us not be 
deceived by the religious character of these festivals. The chronicles often 
highlighted the secular attributes of the celebrations – the jousts, the juego 
de cañas (a peculiar Spanish diversion, borrowed from Moorish culture, in 
which men galloped against each other at great speed and fought with cane 
or reed lances), the tableaux vivants, the elaborate meals, the dancing and 
other such demonstrations  – while passing quickly over their devotional 
aspects. This was certainly the case of the account produced by Don Miguel 
Lucas de Iranzo’s chronicler, who, in recording the festivities of Jaén in the 
1460s, downplayed their religious features to promote the secular enter-
prises sponsored by his master.4 Similar descriptions, emphasising secular 
celebrations, are found in the Castilian chronicles and accounts of festivals 
of the late Middle Ages and the early modern period, as well as in their 
Valencian, Aragonese and Catalan counterparts.

Calendrical celebrations – i.e., those repeated every year and thus part of 
ritual performances – included ancient festival traditions that had been co-
opted by the Church and secular rulers. Carnival, and the festivities associ-
ated with May Day, probably had origins that predated Christianity but that 
became linked with Church festivities: Carnival as a prelude to Lent; May 
Day celebrations as part of the month-long tribute to the Virgin Mary.5 Both 
of these calendrical festivals, despite their liturgical associations, retained 
enough pre-Christian and subversive elements to make them quite distinct 
from other festivals in the traditional religious calendar.

Non-calendrical feasts

Non-calendrical feasts commemorated special occasions of a non-repetitive 
nature. Royal and princely entries, the ascent of the king or queen to the 
throne, the birth of a royal heir, the weddings and funerals of the powerful 
and the celebrations of great victories engendered festivals that were dis-
tinct from the year-long iterative liturgical celebrations. A word of caution, 
however, is necessary. Although these non-calendrical activities lacked the 
repetitive nature of calendrical ones and were not fixed to specific dates, 
they were rituals nonetheless and part of a complex network of symbolic 
and performative codes. As such, they embodied, and helped define, the 
dominant social and political discourse.

Royal entries, the feasts marking the beginning of a new reign, and royal 
weddings followed carefully choreographed scripts that borrowed from 
precedents and imitated historical as well as literary models. No king would 
have deviated radically from the traditional entries of his ancestors. The 
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repetitive nature of ludic events  – even when not following a liturgical 
cycle – provided continuity. They inscribed ritual and social negotiation – in 
this case, the political displays of the monarchy – into the everyday life of 
the populace.6

From the perspective of social history, festivals, whether calendrical or 
not, were familiar, comforting, entertaining events that crossed class bound-
aries while reiterating, by ritual performance, the differences between social 
groups. Festivals and other public ludic events thus functioned not merely 
as sites of power (that is, to legitimise the power of those who ruled) and as 
sites of contestation, but also as generators of a manifold discourse of inclu-
sion and exclusion.

There is yet another aspect of festivals that I should mention here briefly 
before looking in detail at issues of inclusion and exclusion. Festivals also 
played an important economic role in the life of the realm as a whole and 
of cities in particular. Although this is not a book about the economy of 
late medieval and early modern Spain, the frequent distribution of food 
at formal festivals added greatly to the caloric intake of the poor. In many 
respects, these celebrations provided a necessary part of the diet of lesser 
social groups and helped maintain hierarchical relations between different 
social orders. In addition, the planning and staging of these feasts, as well 
as the provisioning of the towns and the influx of visitors attending par-
ticular events, required a restructuring of supplies, special budgets, and the 
like, which affected the policies of the monarchy and of municipal councils. 
Behind social displays and festive symbols lay the harsh realities of eco-
nomic exchanges, food distributions, and the lower classes’ constant hunger.

Festivals of inclusion and exclusion: power and the binding 
of social groups

In 1440, the Infanta Doña Blanca, daughter of John, king of Navarre (whom 
we have already met as one of the Infantes of Aragon and who eventually 
became the king of the Crown of Aragon), came into Castile to wed the 
Infante Henry, heir to the throne of Castile. On the outskirts of Briviesca, a 
small town in northern Castile under the lordship of the count of Haro, one 
of the kingdom’s greatest magnates, the Infanta was greeted with an elabo-
rate cycle of festivities. These celebrations reveal how the occasion served as 
a display of power and as a means to bind the population into a legitimation 
of the existing order.

The first to meet the Infanta and her cortège were the count and his ret-
inue, as she witnessed the spirited combat of one hundred knights, fifty 
dressed in red against fifty dressed in white. After this martial display, the 
Infanta continued on her way into Briviesca, where she was received ‘by 
everyone’ in the town. Among the sounds of trumpets, drums and other 
musical instruments, the members of artisan confraternities paraded with 
their banners, danced in the streets and performed short theatrical skits 
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(entremeses) for the Infanta. The Jews danced in the streets of Briviesca 
carrying the Torah, while the Moors did likewise carrying the Qur’ān. This 
they did ‘in the manner’, the chronicler tells us, ‘that was usual when kings 
from abroad come to rule Castile’. These public events were followed by 
banquets lasting four days, day-long dances, mummers, and the running 
of bulls and jousts. The feasts concluded with a theatrical and bizarre hunt 
held in a vast fenced meadow and performed for the Infanta and her ladies, 
who sat on a stage looking on the proceedings.7

One can easily reconstruct this cycle of festivities. It progressed from a 
noble reception, restricted to the powerful count of Haro, other magnates 
and the one hundred warring knights, to the entrance into the city, where 
it was received by artisans, Jews, Moors and the rest of the population. 
Although the scripting of the feasts followed a rigorous hierarchical order – 
nobility first, those below later, and then a return to the celebrations of the 
mighty – those of lower social standing were included in performances that 
brought together all social orders.

Although ruled by a powerful lord, Briviesca was a small town indeed. 
Castilian Jews in the 1440s lived in precarious conditions, their numbers 
were small, and they were economically marginalised. The same could be 
said of Moors, living so far north, deep into the Old Castilian heartland; yet, 
both groups are prominently mentioned in the chronicle as participants in 
these public displays. And they were not just casual but crucial participants 
in the established rituals of reception. In a society fraught with antagonisms 
between different social and religious groups, rivalries and mistrust, even 
open hatred and persecution, were temporarily set aside for civic spectacles 
and ritual performances.

How eagerly Jews, Moors, artisans and marginal groups in Briviesca, or 
in other towns where similar events took place, participated in these feasts 
is hard to tell. In the next chapter, we shall see how they were compelled 
to participate in the feast of the Corpus Christi. For now, one can say that 
there were rewards to be enjoyed: the dances, the mummers, the running 
of bulls, the exciting jousts, the excesses of free food and drink distributed 
throughout town. The chronicler lavishly describes the amount of food, the 
silver fountains that poured wine for all to drink. The beautiful garments 
of the noblemen and ladies, the well-appointed horses, the innumerable rich 
tapestries and banners – all of these brought temporary relief from the awful 
drabness of medieval life, from the squalor and shortcomings of the lives of 
the poor and the persecuted religious minorities.

For a brief period of time, they were included (albeit often forcibly) as fes-
tive participants in the social fabric of the town and kingdom; they played 
an important role in the ritual affirmation of power. It did not matter then, 
as it does not matter today, that these moments of elation, of binding social 
groups, also served to confirm their diminished status and their oppression. 
Today, cultural artefacts such as TV, football and carnival work in similar 
ways: by binding most people into a common experience, and by providing 
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an outlet for the miseries of everyday life, they obfuscate and buttress class 
differences. This point deserves to be reiterated, and I will do so throughout 
these two chapters, for it goes to the very heart of how power is exercised 
and social distinctions are maintained.

City and countryside

Festivals also served other purposes. In Briviesca in the 1440s, in Jaén in the 
1460s, in Brussels, Antwerp, and other Flemish and Brabant towns where 
Prince Philip (later Philip II) had ‘Joyful Entries’ in 1549, in Seville during 
Holy Week from the sixteenth century onwards and elsewhere in late medi-
eval and early modern Spain, the celebrations of the mighty bound country 
to city. These rites of inclusion helped urban centres, dominated by local 
oligarchs, to assert their hegemony over the surrounding countryside.

When Henry IV of Castile (1454–74) came to Jaén in 1464, he was met 
far away from the city by the constable of Castile and governor of Jaén, 
Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo. Riding a white horse, with a scarlet damask 
banner in his hand and surrounded by a large contingent of knights, the 
constable escorted the king to the outskirts of the city. Half a league (around 
two miles) from the city gates, at that liminal point between urban and rural 
spaces, the king was met by a motley group, which included the canons 
of Jaén’s cathedral chapter and municipal officials leading the procession. 
They were followed by five hundred knights, donning false beards (that is, 
disguised as Moors), thirty other knights dressed as Moorish women, play-
ing tambourines and bells, four thousand children (the chronicler surely 
exaggerates the number) riding wicker horses, another thousand children 
armed with wicker crossbows and ‘many other men and women’. It did not 
matter, as I have shown in my A King Travels, that the entry did not occlude 
Henry IV’s political weakness or the constable’s mounting problems in Jaén. 
It did not matter that this particular entry, for all its intended political aims, 
was really a futile attempt at a representation of power. It was, nonetheless, 
a great spectacle, and it bounded city and countryside.8

As in other royal and princely entries, Jaén’s entire population (or so the 
chronicle tells us) walked all the way out to the city’s border to bring the 
king or royal prince back within the walls of the city. These city specta-
cles, therefore, linked urban centres to their hinterland. Throughout most of 
Spain (certainly in central and southern Spain), because of the topography 
and the historical peculiarities of the Reconquest, cities (in this case, Jaén) 
ruled over a vast and often sparsely populated countryside. Jurisdiction 
over distant villages was always in question throughout the fifteenth cen-
tury and part of the sixteenth. Antagonisms within the city and its hinter-
land abounded. Almost every festival, certainly royal and princely entries, 
included a transposing of urban symbols of power – the seals and banners 
of the community, the parade of richly dressed municipal officials and eccle-
siastics – to the countryside. Similarly, great feasts, whether noble jousts, 
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rowdy carnivals or elaborate processions of the Corpus Christi in Seville, 
Valencia and Barcelona, drew peasants from faraway villages to the abun-
dant food (often free), the novelty, and excitement of the proceedings. They 
were entertained on these occasions, woven into the common body of the 
community and taught salutary lessons about social differences, hierarchy, 
obedience and power.9

In this sense, the feasts also showed a purposeful transition from ‘public’ 
to ‘private’, from exterior spaces to interior ones. Although public and pri-
vate are quite modern concepts, and they do not fit fully the reality of late 
medieval and early modern life, there is no other way to describe the ebb 
and flow that occurred within each individual feast and that can also be 
discerned when we look at the history of festivals in Spain over a period of 
two hundred years.

Public and private

The great festivals organised by the mighty (jousts, entries, and other such 
feasts) always included performances and displays that took place in the 
main square of the town – as was the case of the great feast in Vallado-
lid in 1428, the telling of which opened this chapter. Similarly, the feasts 
often took place in both urban and country settings. An example of this is 
the theatrical hunt organised for Doña Blanca in a fenced meadow outside 
Briviesca. It followed other elaborate celebrations within the town walls 
themselves. In Jaén, all of the feasts of the constable in the 1460s included 
public celebrations in the city, followed by lavish banquets and bear-baiting 
in the nearby countryside. What I wish to emphasise here is that these per-
formances, to be effective, required an audience, and the larger the better. 
Beyond the obvious attempt to bind people into a community, to provide 
them with a collective identity defined by the power of the feast-giver, the 
mise-en-scène of Spanish festivals in this period, or at least until the late 
seventeenth century, required the inclusion of all social classes, all religious 
groups (except for Jews after 1492 and for Muslims after 1504) in public 
and communal participation.

With rare exceptions, the planning for these festive events was the work 
of the powerful or their agents. In the organisation of festivals, there were, 
of course, many levels of participation and varying relationships of mutual 
empowerment and responsibility between diverse social groups. Artisan 
confraternities organised their own parades, practiced and performed their 
tableaux vivants and theatrical skits. The audience, on the other hand, was 
always a motley group of the very important, as, for example, the Infanta 
Doña Blanca sitting on a stage and gazing in amazement at the bizarre cel-
ebrations of 1440, and the lower social groups, standing or sitting by the 
side. This is not to say that the ‘audience’, by which I mean the mass of 
the people, was passive. The feasts were highly successful as sites for social 
negotiations because of the high degree of participation they demanded. 
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Those attending shouted their approval (or disapproval), danced, prayed 
and showed their devotion (in the case of the Corpus Christi and other 
religious events), ate and drank together or, until the mid-sixteenth century, 
almost together. And sometimes, when things got completely out of hand, 
they joined in rebelling and in wreaking wanton violence.

These communal and inclusive events, however, always gave way to pri-
vate and exclusionary ones. At some point in the feast, entry, joust or pro-
cession, the ‘people’, that is to say the powerless, would be left out in the 
streets, albeit still celebrating the last revelry. The mighty withdrew to the 
interior of palaces or to well-appointed tents for lavish banquets. Earlier, we 
have already witnessed this pattern in the feasts of 1428. At the nocturnal 
celebrations, access was restricted only to those close to the royal family 
and high nobility. Similarly, the feasts of Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, the 
reception of Doña Blanca in Briviesca and Philip II’s triumphal entry into 
Zaragoza show this progression from the all-inclusive ‘public’ celebrations 
to the more intimate and ‘private’ gatherings of those who ruled. This is, of 
course, nothing new. It is a pattern followed to this very day. As today, it 
served a social and political purpose in late medieval and early modern Spain. 
It reiterated the distance between social groups and the hegemony of one 
group over another. In ruling or in creating patterns of ritual observance –  
which in some respects is one and the same process – repetition is all impor-
tant. In the tripartite division of society, those who worked in Spain and 
throughout Europe knew that the private circles of the mighty and their 
celebrations were not open to them.

In many respects, Habsburg Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies witnessed the progressive withdrawal of the monarch and his family 
from the public gaze. Clearly, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, the 
kings of Spain had little taste or inclination for frequent public displays. 
They preferred instead to isolate themselves, as Philip II did at the Escorial, 
from the kind of participatory kingship one finds in the realms of Spain 
from the twelfth century until the end of the Middle Ages. The Habsburgs, 
to a certain extent because of their Burgundian inheritance or because of 
new ways of conceiving of royal power and dignity, had no desire to be in 
the public eye. Sometimes, however, it was politically unavoidable, as in the 
case of Philip II’s entry into Zaragoza, but, on the whole, royal participation 
in public festival cycles declined. The manner in which the ‘public’ and the 
‘private’, or to be more precise, the space of the powerful and the spaces 
of the weak became worlds apart is most clearly evident in the Carnival 
celebrations in 1638. It combined the performance of a ‘private’ masque in 
the palace of the Buen Retiro and the ‘public’ carnivalesque displays outside 
the palace. The latter were open for the citizens of Madrid while the king 
and his court gazed from the privacy and security of their royal balcony.10

Here we are faced with a social transformation that transcended the 
personal likes and dislikes of particular monarchs and magnates and their 
inflated sense of royal majesty. By the mid-sixteenth century, there was a 
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noticeable shift in the use of festivals to unite the different orders of society 
in rituals of obedience to the Crown. This development was most certainly 
related to the growing centralization of political power, above all in Castile. 
It also reflected the growing prestige of the monarchy. Following the reforms 
of Ferdinand and Isabella in the late fifteenth century and the restoration of 
some semblance of order in the realms, a popular religion of the monarchy 
unfolded in (mostly Castilian) Spain which, unlike in France and England, 
did not depend on the sacralization of royalty.11 Rather, the kings in Cas-
tile derived their popular support – despite some criticism and complaints – 
from the large reserves of goodwill they elicited from the people. Foreign 
travellers often reported the devotion and respect with which Spaniards 
throughout the land referred to their kings, often by uncovering their heads 
when pronouncing the king’s name.12 Literary works, Don Quijote most 
notably, often drew the line at attacks on the king, though there were excep-
tions, such as Quevedo’s mordant satires. But, by then, Spain was beginning 
its disastrous descent.13

In many respects, what took place in most of Spain during the slow tran-
sition from the Middle Ages to modernity was a shift in the nature of festi-
vals and a hardening of social differences, certainly a widening of the gap 
between the highest and lowest levels of society. Some of the social fluidity 
of the turbulent fifteenth century (more a matter of perception than real-
ity) was replaced by a fierce competition for exclusive rights and entitle-
ments among groups and an exaggerated sense of one group’s prerogatives 
vis-a-vis those of others. The growing distance between those above and 
those below was not just a matter of ideology, literacy or even economics; 
it was physical as well. Think of the popular feasts of 1428, which I have 
described above, when kings and royal princes fought, danced and acted out 
their political agendas while surrounded by a throng of the common people 
from Valladolid and its hinterland. Think of the theatrical skits performed 
in Jaén or Briviesca, as the mighty perambulated through the streets of the 
town, and compare them to the theatrical representations staged in the inner 
courtyards and rooms of the palace of the Retiro (Buen Retiro) or in the 
artificial pond (the Lake of the Retiro Palace) in Madrid. These theatrical 
performances date from the 1630s and afterwards; they are emblematic of 
the greater social distance coming into play by the seventeenth century that 
I am attempting to trace here.

Private plays were frequently performed inside palaces to which the peo-
ple of Madrid had no access. There were still performances, however, that 
either a limited number of citizens or all the people of Madrid were allowed 
to attend. Yet, how they were allowed to do so was dramatically different 
from the previous centuries. The stage was set on a raft. The players faced 
the king and his court, who were lavishly installed on one of the shores 
of the artificial lake. On the other shore or in boats stood the people of 
Madrid, barely able to hear the dialogue or to see the faces of the actors.14 
They gazed upon the stage, and beyond – with the stage as a link between 
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ruler and people – they gazed upon the king and his court. Here too we find 
inclusive moments. The citizens of Madrid, rich and poor, flocked into the 
gardens of the royal palace. They were entertained by theatrical produc-
tions, which bolstered Crown and Church and reaffirmed social differences 
and obedience to those on top. They were witnesses to the power of the king 
and his court and to the divinely sanctioned justice of a society of orders. 
But proximity to the king was now frowned upon. It was not allowed.

The increasing physical distance between the king and the people, and 
between great lords, churchmen and commoners distinguished the removal 
of public performances by the powerful to more controlled physical spaces. 
In A King Travels, I  describe how, by the seventeenth century, the kings 
of the realms of Spain often attended important royal familial ceremonies 
(baptisms, funerals and so forth) from behind the privacy of heavy curtains. 
Whether by the (still incomplete before 1600) transition from public squares 
and city streets to the circumscribed spaces of the corrales or the floating 
stage of the Retiro, or by the partial (but noticeable) transition from ‘secu-
lar’ (jousts, carnival, banquets in the outskirts of the town, etc.) to ‘religious’ 
(autos-de-fe, Corpus Christi processions and other religious observances), 
theatrical performances in the sixteenth century lost their earlier sponta-
neity and openness and became subject to tighter official regulation and 
control. In them, the king was a towering but aloof presence. As in the 
great Inquisitorial displays of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Madrid, 
he would just make an appearance on his balcony, content to be gazed at 
from below by the attending crowd. In the next chapter, I will return to this 
theme as well as to religious festivals, but now we must take up a very dif-
ferent and controversial topic.

Carnival in Spain, 1350–1700

In his remarkable and suggestive book Rabelais and His World, Mikhail 
Bakhtin, the noted Russian literary critic, argued that the late medieval 
and early modern carnival was the quintessential subversive celebration. 
According to Bakhtin, during carnival the social order was inverted, put 
upside down. During carnival celebrations, social rules were suspended; 
those at the bottom of society were able to ridicule and debase those in 
power. Even if for a brief period of time only, the ‘popular script’ replaced 
the ‘official’ one; and in the revelry and excesses of carnival, the status quo 
was challenged and, in exceptional cases, such as at the carnival in Romans 
chronicled by Le Roy Ladurie, those in power were physically and violently 
threatened.15

Following Bakhtin, the carnival stood in direct contrast to other types of 
festivals. Whereas celebrations such as royal entries, Corpus Christi proces-
sions, and the like confirmed the established order, carnival subverted it. 
Whereas the former served to enhance solidarity within the community in 
rituals of inclusion, the latter, through its inversions and debasing, pitted 
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one social group against another and questioned the normative structure 
of society. Notwithstanding Bakhtin’s wonderful insights and remarkable 
contributions to the study of carnival, ribaldry and humour in late medieval 
and early modern Europe, I have serious doubts about his assumptions on 
the role of carnival in the political and social life of lay medieval and early 
modern Europe in general and Spain in particular.

Although the carnival is usually associated with the days preceding Ash 
Wednesday and the beginnings of Lent – above all the Mardi Gras or Fat 
Tuesday, the culmination of carnivalesque excesses – in truth, most of the 
Spanish medieval and, to a lesser extent, early modern festive cycles included 
elements of carnival: inversion, cross-dressing and the mocking of authority. 
That is, carnival elements, as shall be seen later, were not limited to the eve 
of Lent.16 The presence of fools (locos in Spain), Morris dancers (the sabre 
or sword dances), mummers, tableaux vivants, food fights and disguises 
was evident in all type of celebrations throughout the year. Of these carni-
valesque forms, the disguises – the almost obligatory dressing of Christians 
as Moors, sometimes as Moorish women – reflect not only the historical 
impact of Muslim culture in Spanish history but the central role played 
by representations and debasements of the ‘other’ (in this case Moors and 
Jews) in ritualised festivals.

The Christmas festivities celebrated in Jaén in 1463, under the sponsorship 
of the constable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, included one hundred Chris-
tian knights disguised as Moorish knights. They engaged a similar number 
of knights, dressed as Christians, in mock combat. The feasts also included 
knights playing the roles of the king of Morocco, the erstwhile enemy of 
Christian Spain, and of Muhammad, who, when defeated, hurled the Qur’ān  
first on the ground and later into a fountain. At the conclusion of the twelve-
day celebration of Christmas, on 6 January, the Day of the Epiphany, twelve 
knights marched through the streets of Jaén with crowns on their heads and 
masks on their faces, followed by a fool dressed as the Master of the Mili-
tary Order of Santiago, the sworn enemy of the constable.17

The rituals of carnival and its symbolic language could reach bizarre 
proportions. Nonetheless, like other types of festivals, it also bound, pace 
Bakhtin, different and antagonistic social groups into a community. Thus, 
rather than subvert norms, in many instances carnival  – by providing 
moments of relief and entertainment and by articulating notions of power 
and hierarchy, even if through ribaldry – assuaged popular unrest and eased 
the task of ruling.

During the Jaén celebrations of Holy Week in 1461, the constable Don 
Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, after praying at the sanctuary of the Virgin in Gua-
dalupe, returned to Jaén for further devotions at the cathedral on Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday. On Easter Monday, once the solemnities of Easter 
Sunday had been left behind, the constable offered the city of Jaén a carni-
valesque spectacle in which the people were both observers and participants. 
It also taught them salutary lessons about social status in a society of orders 
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and power. After a public distribution of Easter pastries to the population of 
the city, the constable had built a huge wooden castle on wheels. The castle 
was dragged into the main square by the constable’s guards, and those man-
ning the castle – also the constable’s men – attacked a tower defended by the 
constable and some of his court. A battle ensued in which eggs were used as 
projectiles. Nine to ten thousand eggs, the chronicler tells us, were deployed 
in the battle. This was followed by a sumptuous banquet given by Miguel 
Lucas de Iranzo and held outside the city walls. The entire population of the 
city was invited. The hosts, the constable, his wife and sister-in-law danced 
to the delight of those in attendance. And there was still more that day: a 
bear-baiting show; a return to the city for a nocturnal joust, with the list (the 
arena of the tournament) lit by innumerable torches; abundant music; and 
yet another serving of food distributed to the population just before retiring 
for the night. This exhausting day allowed no time for thought about the 
very real problems facing Jaén, a city on a disputed frontier, or about the 
oppressive and predatory nature of the constable’s rule over its people. What 
the latter probably remembered, as they put their heads on their miserable 
beds, was the constable, colourfully dressed, standing high over them on top 
of the tower, his dancing, the food and the fun of the day.18

The private chronicle that depicts these events also provides many other 
examples of carnivalesque celebrations. Without an exception, however, the 
constable or his men scripted them, and the debasing and mockery were 
always directed at Miguel Lucas’s enemies, whether lay or ecclesiastic. The 
constable, his family or allies were never targets of any of the carnivalesque 
ribaldry. Lest we think that these scripted spectacles resulted in perfect obe-
dience and in the binding of the community into one, it may be useful to 
remember that the constable was assassinated during a riot not too many 
years after the delicious egg battle in Jaén’s main square.

The carnival feasts in Spain

Julio Caro Baroja, in his delightful study of the carnival in Spain, describes 
the carnivalesque season as extending from Christmas or the Epiphany (6 
January) to Ash Wednesday (the beginning of Lent), but carnivalesque rev-
elry was present, as we have just seen, throughout the festive year. Accord-
ing to Caro Baroja, the carnival in Spain (and elsewhere) was recognisable 
by a series of paradigmatic events and deeds. Most were popular in charac-
ter, having the rough, grotesque and vulgar excesses of popular humour so 
well described by Bakhtin;19 some were given a polite veneer when appro-
priated by the elite and well-to-do. Carnivalesque play, however, even when 
scripted and used by the powerful, always retained evidence of its popular 
provenance. Carnival, then, was a site for the meeting of social groups, 
where the playing field – though perhaps not allowing for as much popular 
agency as scholars have often argued – was nonetheless more even than in 
other types of festivals.

 



Festivals and power  147

One of the main characteristics of the carnival was carnality. Carni-
valesque celebrations were dominated by food, excesses of eating and drink-
ing, elements of the irrational and jovial madness. Though not a Spanish 
painting, Brueghel’s depiction of carnival or, rather, of the contrasts between 
the abundance and carnality of carnival and the austerity and leanness of 
Lent captures the quintessential notions of the celebration. In Spain, the 
fourteenth-century Libro de Buen Amor (the Book of Good Love) describes, 
in one of its most engaging sections, the struggle between Don Carnal 
(Lord Carnality) and Cuaresma (Lady Lent). Doña Lent’s host of fishes and 
vegetables routs the former’s armies, composed of hams, pieces of bacon, 
succulent cheeses, kitchen utensils, game and abundant wine. Carnality is 
imprisoned, and thus begins the metaphorical withdrawal from the world 
during the forty days preceding Easter Sunday. In Goya’s The Burial of the 
Sardine, a carnivalesque early nineteenth century painting, we see the endur-
ing presence of references to food (the burial of the fish consumed during 
Lent), disguises and popular dancing associated with carnival.20

Obviously, the carnal excesses of carnival also reflected the anxiety of 
the poor about food. Spain, and the Mediterranean as a whole, as Braudel 
has pointed out, was a land of scarcity. This preoccupation with food had 
its counterpart in mythical stories about a paradisiacal land (Cockaigne, 
jauja in Spanish) where there was no hunger, where partridges and hams 
flew through the air and landed directly in one’s mouth. Paradise became a 
stomach filled with victuals and delicacies that in real life were eaten only 
by the rich. The food images of carnival and the actual distribution of food 
by the powerful during these and similar festivities erased, even if temporar-
ily, one of the most important social boundaries separating rich and poor, 
powerful and weak: that is, how they ate. The ‘armies’ of carnival were 
composed precisely of the food items (with the exception of bacon) that the 
poor seldom ate, either because they were not affordable, or because, as was 
the case with venison and other game, they were reserved for the nobility by 
strict sumptuary laws.

Carnival was also marked by acts of irrationality (within the limits pre-
scribed by those in power), by the presence of locos (fools, madmen), by 
satire, by verbal and physical abuse, by inversions and cross-dressing. As 
Caro Baroja points out, however, social and economic standing had a great 
deal to do with whether one inflicted the abuse or was a victim of it. The 
targets for derision were most often the poor and the weak. Cross-dressing, 
mostly men dressed as women, though the opposite can be found as well in 
the literature and in the daily life of the period, also provided a way in which 
to erase important gender boundaries. The woman who dresses as a man 
to redress attacks against her honour or to enjoy greater freedom of move-
ment is a common figure in Golden Age literature. The best examples from 
the seventeenth century can be found in Don Quijote (first part in 1605, 
and second part in 1615), specifically in the character of Dorotea, the pro-
tagonist of one of the stories within Cervantes’s marvellous narrative. This 
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is also the case of Rosaura in Calderón de la Barca’s incomparable Life is a 
Dream 1635/36). In both cases, cross-dressing helped overcome the liabili-
ties of femininity in early modern Spain, but it also promoted social inferiors 
(Dorotea and Rosaura) to some rough equality with their deceivers. Cross-
dressing in the other direction, that is, males dressed as women, appeared 
to many contemporaries as an excessive form of frivolity (unless performed 
in a specific same-sex scenario and thus punishable by law). Often harshly 
condemned by the Church, it was found mostly at court or in the plays of 
the elite, and, as the case of Jaén shows, it was used in carnival to debase 
the enemy.

Carnivals in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

We have already seen the carnivalesque excesses of Jaén. Were those of the 
following century any different, and why? An anonymous, undated docu-
ment, most probably from the mid-sixteenth century, describes the festivi-
ties of Fat Tuesday, or Mardi Gras, in Madrid. The narrative is restricted to 
the outcome of a tournament held in front of the lodgings of the ‘comen-
dador’ and describes, in careful detail, the garments of the knights crossing 
lances and of the ladies witnessing the combat. We learn, in passing, that 
the prince and the cardinal of Toledo watched some of the events from 
a window, and that at the end of the day there was a feast in which the 
‘ladies and gentlemen danced as was the custom’.21 Similarly, in the joust 
held during the first Sunday of Lent, ‘because during Carnival there was no 
place to hold the tournament because of the many feasts that took place’, 
the emphasis is on the clothing and dancing of the nobles in attendance.22

In fifteenth-century chronicles, especially in the private chronicle of Don 
Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, we find the same preoccupation with describing 
sometimes in excessive detail  – the clothing of the upper elite as well as 
their dancing. Missing from most brief accounts of carnival time in the six-
teenth century, however, are the people and the intermingling of the power-
ful and the weak, of nobles and commoners. For all we know, the ‘people’, 
in this case the merchants, artisans and workers of Madrid, were there on 
the fringes of the celebration. The jousts were, after all, held in public spaces 
and remained high-quality entertainment. But although the people may have 
been present in situ, they do not appear in the narratives. Their public role of 
legitimising power had diminished in the political world of Habsburg Spain, 
or at least in the context of carnival. In the account just cited, the prince, 
the cardinal and the very high-born ladies looked from a window, silent but 
perhaps more than willing observers of the events performed in their honour.

Carnival and plays in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spain followed 
a pattern in which performance served as intermediary between ruler and 
people; the king and the elite stood removed from the ‘action’  – that is, 
from the play itself  – and from contact with their social inferiors. This 

 



Festivals and power  149

pattern could also be seen in other types of performances that included car-
nivalesque celebrations. In the next chapter, we will look in detail at Philip 
II’s ceremonial entry into Zaragoza in 1585, but a brief mention will suffice 
here. The chronicler of the event, Henry Cock, an archer in the king’s guard, 
describes in just a few lines the celebrations of ‘Carnestolendas’ (carnival) 
from 3 to 6 March 1585. We see the city of Zaragoza filled with masked 
men, ‘knights as well as citizens [by which he means the rich bourgeois]’, 
declaiming amorous couplets and humorous puns, throwing eggs filled with 
water to the ladies gazing upon them from their windows.23 The ‘low peo-
ple, servants and maids’, Cock tells us, ‘throw flour to each other or snow 
balls (if snow was to be found on the ground) or oranges, as it is done in 
Andalucía’. The prince of Savoy, on his way to Zaragoza to meet his bride, 
was doing exactly the same thing – throwing oranges to ladies and passers 
by – in the streets of Barcelona. Spectacles (skits, tableaux vivants, etc.) were 
presented in the streets, as Cock had seen them performed by the students 
in Salamanca.24

What Cock’s account describes was not an event exclusive to Zaragoza; 
rather, in his brief narrative, he makes comparisons to carnival celebrations 
throughout Spain. Obviously, the free-for-all of Jaén in the fifteenth cen-
tury, even if scripted by the constable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, had 
given way to a rather sharp separation of social groups and to different 
kinds of entertainment: one category for the well-to-do and one for ‘the low 
people’ (la gente baja). Philip II and his immediate family, whom we have 
already seen making their slow way to Zaragoza, are nowhere to be found 
in Zaragoza’s carnival celebrations of 1585.

In 1637, an anonymous chronicler described, among other events, the cel-
ebration of carnival in the royal court in Madrid. The account illustrates the 
new modality of carnivalesque ribaldry and the further separation of social 
groups into well-defined spaces and types of celebrations. The carnival 
described here was confined exclusively to the court. We must assume that 
a popular carnival took place elsewhere in the neighbourhoods of Madrid, 
obviously with official sanction or at least benign neglect, but without par-
ticipation of the elite. The anonymous narrative insists that this was the first 
time in which the celebrations were held in this specific manner to honour 
and entertain the king and his family.

On Sunday afternoon of Carnestolendas, that is the Sunday before the 
beginning of Lent on Ash Wednesday, masked people ‘including many from 
the people’ (the lower classes) entered the gardens of the Buen Retiro pal-
ace. The king, queen, foreign ambassadors and important royal officials 
stood on a balcony to witness the spectacle. Three large and festively deco-
rated floats entered the plaza in front of the royal palace. The first float was 
built in the manner of a galley, carrying a band and the Carnestolendas of 
Barcelona, a motley crew of masked revellers dressed in outlandish fash-
ion. Mounted knights masked and disguised in bizarre and diverse manner, 
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making gestures and carrying cut figures, surrounded the float. Their serv-
ants, on foot and equally masked, carried other festive representations.

The second float represented the Indies; its decorations and masked par-
ticipants sought to invoke the wealth and the dependency of the New World. 
Horsemen and lackeys disguised in appropriate fashion also accompanied 
the float. The third and final float carried musicians and ‘bizarre masks’, 
which ‘entertained the king [and queen] greatly’. This was followed in the 
early evening by dances, which, as implied in the account, the court enjoyed 
from the security and aloofness of the palace’s balconies. On Fat Tuesday, 
the king and the court travelled to Madrid, where the city authorities enter-
tained the king with a feast. The chronicler does not tell us the nature of 
these celebrations, but we are told that at these feasts, as at those of Carni-
val Sunday, the king and his court were mere spectators.25

We have another account of how the royal court spent the three days before 
the beginning of Lent in 1638, the year following the previous description. 
Again, it is a brief narrative, which mentions, without any details, the masks 
and entertainment of Carnival Sunday in the palace and gardens of the Buen 
Retiro. On Carnival Monday, there was in the palace a masque – a theatri-
cal representation (already noted above) enacted by six men and an equal 
number of women, followed by a comedy. Members of different religious 
orders were present by a personal invitation of the countess of Olivares, the 
wife of Philip IV’s prime minister, the powerful count-duke of Olivares. On 
Tuesday, the king and his court were in Madrid for the city’s public celebra-
tions. Upon their return to the palace, a skit (entremés) was performed in 
which members of the court, including the count-duke of Olivares, took 
specific parts. The skit represented a wedding in which an elderly and ugly 
(de muy mala cara) servant, lavishly dressed, played the bride to one of the 
royal buffoons acting as groom. With ‘ridiculous and entertaining customs’, 
the members of the high court enacted the fake marriage to some criticism 
from the attending clergy, ‘because of the indecency of the dresses’. The nar-
rative tells us, however, that not much harm was done because ‘it was only 
among those of the court and the servants of their majesties’; thus, it ‘was 
not so dissonant to some’.26

My aim, in these narratives, is to illustrate, as Bakhtin has done in 
describing the grotesque in early modern Europe, the fundamental change 
in festivities in general, and in the carnival specifically, as sites for social 
exchange between different classes. This, of course, was not a Spanish phe-
nomenon alone. The transition from public to private ludic places and the 
withdrawal of the elite from public exchanges also occurred elsewhere in 
Western Europe. In England, to cite just one example, the popularity of 
courtly Jacobean masques indicated a withdrawal of the court into the pri-
vate spaces and the removal of the populace from courtly entertainment.27

The people still played an important role in such events as royal entries, 
ceremonial royal travel and other great spectacles of the monarchy, but only 
as spectators; they were no longer active participants (or not as much as 
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they had been in the past). Nor would Philip II or his descendants be seen 
dancing among the people or taking part in a public tournament, as his 
fifteenth-century ancestors had done, or even as Philip had done as a young 
prince at Binche. The times had changed. The nature of power was different. 
Kings were far more jealous of their prerogatives, and wielded their offices 
in a new and more authoritarian manner. Culture itself was different, and 
the gap between ‘official’ and ‘popular’ cultures grew wider by the day. In 
this Bakhtin and Norbert Elias may be right: the somewhat homogeneous 
culture of the late Middle Ages had been fragmented into the distinct cul-
tures of the early modern period. Signalled by forms of dress, eating, enter-
tainment and language, the discourses of difference neatly divided social 
groups into separate entities: the vulgar and the courtly. But let us retain 
our scepticism as to the homogeneity of the medieval world. The social 
heterogeneity of the late Middle Ages, which had been rendered so visible in 
the rowdy commingling of cultures in festivals, was now being streamlined 
into two distinctive spheres: upper and lower, elite and so-called popular.28

Popular carnival survived of course and still survives to this day in Spain, 
Brazil, the Caribbean and elsewhere, though often toothless and without real 
subversive qualities. Does this mean that subversive intentions and activi-
ties have vanished? Again, our evidence is from the seventeenth century. 
In his book on the carnival, Caro Baroja cites an odd and unusual event, 
published long ago in the Memorial históríco español. The event took place 
in Mérida (Extremadura) in February 1642. It is reported by the narrator, 
Father Pereyra, as a ‘rare’ event and thus not to be identified as a recurrent 
activity within the carnivalesque cycle.

A completely naked man with a paper crown on his head, a sceptre in 
his hand, a sword on his belt and a decorative chain on his neck marched 
through the streets of Mérida around ten o’clock in the evening. He was pre-
ceded by two men with lit torches and followed by another two men, also 
with torches. A group of musicians followed playing trumpets and clarinets 
to announce his progression through the city, but the music was such as to 
give the impression that the Corpus Christi (the viaticum) was making its 
way to someone on the edge of death. When women flocked to their win-
dows and balconies to worship the consecrated host, the naked man turned 
towards them to expose his genitals, while his companions shouted obsceni-
ties. This they did even to the wife of the viceroy. The report was that the 
naked man, guilty of sexual and social misconduct and, even more impor-
tant, of the sacrilege of impersonating the consecrated host, fell violently ill 
and was close to death. His partners in crime, a motley crew of servants and 
some well-to-do wild young men, were imprisoned in a room and put on a 
salutary diet of bread and water. Worse things, I am sure, awaited them.29

There are lessons to be learned from this performance, even if it was unu-
sual. First, carnival or carnivalesque ribaldry, as tamed as it was by political 
power, always retained its potential for subversive display. In this case, the 
naked performance addressed several diverse political and religious agendas 
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in one fell swoop: sexuality, religion and political power. The naked man, 
his phallic display and the sexual verbal play (insults and sexual harass-
ment may be more precise) defied the enforced modesty and strict sexual 
mores of early modern Spain, where elite women were often restricted to 
the household. His paper crown was a challenge to what was, in 1642, 
after the secession of Portugal and Catalonia and the crushing defeats in 
central and northern Europe, an unstable monarchy. Lastly, representing 
himself as, or giving the impression of being, the Corpus Christi, was a very 
serious transgression indeed in the morbid religious atmosphere of mid-
seventeenth-century Spain. At court, in the intimacy of the royal chambers, 
a small group of courtiers, as we saw above, could get away with cross-
dressing and play-acting, but in the streets, the agents of the Inquisition and 
the Crown watched carefully and menacingly.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to provide a typology of festivals in late 
medieval and early modern Spain. Festivals, which ranged from royal 
entries to celebrations of weddings, births and funerals to carnival, played 
an important social role. As sites for the interaction of different social 
groups, celebrations also functioned as didactic cultural artefacts. Through 
them, the lower social orders (and the upper classes) learned about hierar-
chy, difference and power. Festivals played also an important economic role, 
providing a vehicle for the circulation of wealth through exaggerated distri-
butions of food and expensive displays. Carnival, which has long been seen 
by cultural critics such as Bakhtin and others as the quintessential popular 
subversive event, was instead a highly choreographed event that, with some 
exceptions, tended to reassert the political dominance of the Crown, the 
nobility and the urban elites. Every aspect of festivals was pregnant with 
symbolic meaning, and those above for specific political purposes carefully 
managed the ritualised performances, which were the very embodiment of 
celebratory acts. Those above did not always succeed, but tried they did in 
the ever and continuous competition for popular obedience and the asser-
tion of power.

Notes
	 1	 For the political context of these feasts, see Luis Suárez Fernández, Nobleza y 

monarquía: puntos de vista sobre la historia política castellana del siglo XV, 2nd 
edn (Valladolid: Universidad de Valladolid, 1975), chs 7, 8, 9. A summary of the 
political life of Castile in this period can be found in Joseph O’Callaghan, A His-
tory of Medieval Spain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), chs 22, 23. Since 
the publication of the first edition of Spanish Society in 2001, I have published a 
rather long book on festive traditions in late medieval and early modern Spain, 
A King Travels: Festive Traditions in Late Medieval and Early Modern Spain 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). As I revise and expand these two 

 



Festivals and power  153

chapters focused on festivals, I will incorporate some of the material from the 
aforementioned book.

	 2	 This narrative is gathered from contemporary chronicles. The most important is 
that of Pero Carrillo de Huete, Crónica del halconero de Juan II, ed. J. de Mata 
Carriazo (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1946), 19–27; other chronicles that describe 
the feasts of 1428 are: Alvar García de Santa María, Crónica de Juan II de 
Castilla, 2 vols, in Colección de documentos inéditos para la historia de España, 
vols C & CI (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1891): C, 14–20; Refundición de la crónica 
del halconero, ed. José de Mata Carriazo (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1946), 56–67; 
Crónica del rey don Juan II in Crónicas de los reyes de Castilla, II, ed. C. Rossell 
(Biblioteca de autores españoles, LXVIII, Madrid: Real Academia de la Historia, 
1953), 446–7.

	 3	 For a reading of the feasts of 1428 see Teofilo F. Ruiz, ‘Festivités, couleurs et 
symboles du pouvoir en Castille au XVe siècle: Les célébrations de Mai 1428’, 
Annales ESC, 3 (1991): 521–46; see also my ‘Elite and Popular Culture in Late 
Fifteenth-Century Castilian Festivals: The Case of Jaén’, in B.A. Hanawalt and 
K. L. Reyerson (eds.), City and Spectacle in Medieval Europe (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1994), 296–318.

	 4	 Ruiz, ‘Elite and Popular Culture’, 296–7.
	 5	 There are still heated arguments on the origins of carnival, that is, whether the 

medieval and early modern carnival had classical roots or not. See below ch. 6 
and Julio Caro Baroja, El Carnaval (Análisis histórico-cultural) (Madrid: Tau-
rus, 1965), 11–46.

	 6	 For a general summary of royal entries in Castile, see Rosana de Andrés Díaz, 
‘Las entradas reales castellanas en los siglos XIV y XV, según las crónicas de la 
época’, in En la España medieval, IV (Madrid, 1984), 46–62. See also below, ch. 
6.

	 7	 Crónica de Juan II de Castilla, ed. J. de Mata Carriazo (Madrid: Real Academia 
de la Historia, 1982), 398–400; Crónica del rey Don Juan II, 332–3. See also my 
‘Festivités, couleurs et symboles du pouvoir en Castille’, 528–9.

	 8	 Hechos del condestable don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo: Crónica del siglo XV, ed. 
José de Mata Carriazo (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1940), 189–96; see also Ruiz, 
‘Elite and Popular Culture’, 304–5. Ruiz, A King Travels, 99–105.

	 9	 Ruiz, ‘Elite and Popular Culture’, 307–10.
	10	 See Jonathan Brown and John H. Elliott, A Palace for a King: The Buen Retiro 

and the Court of Philip IV (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980) and below, 
ch. 6. See also Ruiz, A King Travels, 263.

	11	 On this point see T. F. Ruiz, ‘Unsacred Monarchy: The Kings of Castile in the 
Late Middle Ages’, in Sean Wilentz (ed.), Rites of Power: Symbolism, Ritual 
and Politics Since the Middle Ages (Princeton: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985), 109–44; also Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in 
Medieval Political Theology (Princeton: Princeton Unuiversity Press, 1957).

	12	 Viajes de extranjeros por España y Portugal, ed. José García Mercadal, 3 vols 
(Madrid: Aguilar, 1952), I: 95 et passim.

	13	 There is always a great deal of reverence for king and monarchy in Don Quijote. 
One can compare this to Quevedo’s satirical portrait of Philip IV: ‘Filipo, que el 
mundo aclama / Rey del infiel tan temido / Despierta, que por dormido / Nadie 
te teme, ni te ama’.

	14	 Brown and Elliott, A Palace for a King, 203–6 et passim.
	15	 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, 1984); Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Le Carnival de Romans: De La Chan-
deleur au mercredi des Cendres, 1579–1580 (Paris: Gallimard, 1979).

	16	 See Caro Baroja, El carnaval, 151–390.

 



154  The structures of everyday life

	17	 Hechos del condestable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, 98–100; Ruiz, ‘Elite and 
Popular Culture’, 296.

	18	 Hechos del condestable, 63–5, 163ff.
	19	 Caro Baroja, El carnaval, 47–100; Bakhtin, Rabelais, 196–367.
	20	 Caro Baroja, El carnaval, 101; Juan Ruiz, El libro de buen amor, ed. M. Brey 

Mariño (Madrid: Castalia, 1960), 199–211.
	21	 Relaciones breves de actos públicos en Madrid de 1541 a 1650, ed. José Simón 

Díaz (Madrid: Instituto de estudios Madrileños, 1982), 8–9.
	22	 Ibid., 9–11.
	23	 Viajes de extranjeros, I: 1312.
	24	 Ibid.
	25	 Relaciones breves, 450.
	26	 Memorial histórico español, 49 vols (Madrid: Real Academia de la Historia, 

1851–1948), XIV: 336–8.
	27	 On this topic see Leonard Tennenhouse, Power on Display: The Politics of 

Shakespeare’s Genres (New York: Metheun, 1986), 72–101; Stephen Orgel, The 
Illusion of Power: Political Theater in the English Renaissance (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1975), 65ff.

	28	 See Norbert Elias’s suggestive analysis in his The Civilizing Process, 2 vols (New 
York: Urizen Books, 1978), II: 229–33.

	29	 Memorial histórico español, XVI: 267–69.

 



6	� From Carnival to Corpus 
Christi
Festivals of affirmation

In the previous chapter, I have argued that carnival and, to a lesser extent, 
other festive cycles in late medieval and early modern Spain were partially 
stripped of their function as sites for social exchange and rituals of inclu-
sion. In the specific case of carnival, one also witnesses the waning of this 
feast as a locus for the articulation of social resistance by the powerless. Was 
there any other venue in which such social interaction – even though more 
restricted than in the Middle Ages – still took place?

Not surprisingly, two types of spectacle still required public participation 
as a way of legitimising political and spiritual power. We may call the first 
category displays of regal power, and the second, celebrations or affirma-
tions of faith. In Spain, however, the distinctions between the two were 
ambiguous; in the popular imagination and in the very scripting of the 
events the two forms of public display were often conflated. Essentially, no 
manifestation of state power lacked an ecclesiastical component, and vice 
versa. In many respects, religion in Spain in this period, by which we mean 
the Catholic Church, and the monarchy were one. It remained so, with some 
republican interludes, until shortly after Franco’s death in the decade of the 
1970s.

Displays of regal power

Among the displays of regal power that called for the presence of the peo-
ple to legitimise the event were royal entries into a town – of which we 
have already seen an example from the fifteenth century in the previous 
chapter. Other such events included the reception of foreign princes (and 
princesses), funerals (the highly orchestrated funeral of Princess Diana is 
a vivid reminder of the permanence of these spectacles), births and other 
events in the life of the royal family and powerful magnates. Such festive 
occasions and their observances were significant social phenomena. Beyond 
their entertainment value, they advanced specific political purposes, bol-
stered social structures and sustained the relations between different orders.

The municipality of Madrid commissioned master Juan López de Hoyos 
to write a detailed account of the funeral of Philip II’s son, Prince Don 
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Carlos (the fabled Don Carlos of Schiller’s and later operas), who died in 
1568, as well as one of the funeral of Philip II’s third wife, his beloved Isabel 
of Valois. In 1572, López de Hoyos also wrote and published an even more 
elaborate account (252 pages in the facsimile edition) of the reception into 
Madrid of Ana of Austria, Philip II’s fourth wife. López de Hoyos’s lavish 
descriptions and explications of the symbolism of the numerous triumphal 
arches erected at the gates of the city (all of which combined mythological 
scenes with historical events glorifying the Spanish monarchy), of the mock 
naval and land battles fought for the occasion, of the faithful homage paid 
to the future queen by Madrid’s municipal officials and of the ‘enjoyment’ 
of the people served three very distinct purposes. The first was to link the 
public spectacle offered by the faithful city to the power of the monarch; the 
second was to bring into prominence the role of the municipal elites, which 
had after all organised and paid for the festivities; the third was to create 
a record for posterity, a written memory, of these communal celebrations.1

López de Hoyos’s narrative is far too extensive to summarise here. A far 
better example of late sixteenth-century public displays articulating social 
hierarchy while accommodating the populace is Philip II’s triumphal march 
from Madrid to Zaragoza (the capital of Aragon) in 1585. We have a brief 
narrative of this royal voyage from Castile to Aragon, the purpose of which 
was to meet the duke of Savoy, Carlos Emmanuel, who was coming to 
Zaragoza to wed Philip II’s daughter, the Infanta Catalina of Austria. Far 
more important than the nuptials, the voyage gave the king an opportu-
nity to present his young son and heir, Prince Philip (later Philip III), to 
the Aragonese cortes meeting at Monzón and to exact from the Aragonese 
procurators an oath of allegiance to the prince as rightful heir to the throne, 
and thus to the Crown of Aragon. The context of Philip II’s voyage was the 
instability reigning in the eastern kingdoms and the continued resistance of 
the Aragonese to any Castilian encroachment on their liberties. The usually 
reclusive Philip II thus undertook an enterprise filled with pitfalls when he 
placed himself and the spectacle of royalty on parade.

The narrator, Henry (Enrique) Cock, an eyewitness and member of the 
royal guard, provides us with the unusual perspective of a foreigner who 
was nonetheless an insider. Henry Cock, an archer of the king, was physi-
cally close enough to the monarch to see these displays of power and the 
popular response to them from the centre of activities. As a non-Spaniard, 
he was removed enough – his loyalty to the dynasty notwithstanding – to 
report the response of the ‘public’ without excessive national pride.2

A royal entry in Zaragoza (1585)

We may follow the royal cortège as it slowly made its way from Madrid in 
the midst of winter to Zaragoza for carnival (see Chapter 5). Long before 
the royal voyage began, plans had to be made to secure provisions and 
lodgings along the way, and measures had to be enacted to prevent price 
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gouging by merchants and innkeepers along the road. The year of 1585 was 
not, after all, an easy one. An important part of the royal financial resources 
was already committed to the building and provisioning of the Invincible 
Armada, which was to set sail against England three years later.

In spite of his reputation as a sedentary king, Philip II was not a retiring 
king. Although he may have preferred a more reclusive life at the Escorial, 
his hunting lodge at El Pardo, or his gardens at Aranjuez, Philip travelled 
extensively throughout the peninsula in fulfilment of his duties as the ruler 
of the Spanish monarchy. Moreover, Aragon had been for a long time a 
troubled land, and its people were quite defiant about their vaunted inde-
pendence. Undoubtedly, such personal exertion on the king’s part and such 
a public display had very specific aims: to rally the people in support of the 
monarchy’s foreign ventures, and to impress the Aragonese elites with the 
up-swell of popular support in Aragon itself. The royal voyage also sought 
to reinforce the social bonds that tied the people to the Crown, while reiter-
ating, through rituals and displays, the distance between one and the other.

After lunch in the afternoon of 19 January 1585, the king on horseback, 
in spite of his years and illnesses, rode ahead of the royal carriages in which 
the Infantas and the young prince travelled. Henry Cock wrote of the large 
crowd of nobles and commoners gathered at the gates of Madrid to see the 
king depart the city. Philip II’s first leisurely journey took him only as far as 
Barajas, around 10 km (a mere twenty minutes by car, and the site of the 
city’s airport today) from the centre of Madrid. There, as was to be the case 
all along the way, the royal visit prompted weddings by members of the 
local aristocracy and municipal elites, dances, celebrations, pious visits to 
local shrines, royal largesse and rewards to local nobles and notables. The 
people were always present, coming out en masse to see the joyful spectacle 
of the king riding among his people.

We can imagine the impact of the royal cortège’s slow movement along 
the dusty roads of Castile: the king on horseback, the sumptuous carriages 
of the royal princesses and prince, their fancily dressed bevy of ladies-in-
waiting and maids. The people gazed at the smartly dressed German and 
Spanish guards, riding on both sides of the road, the motley company of 
nobles and ecclesiastics, the continuous bowing to and kissing of the king’s 
hand in homage by local nobles and municipal officials at every designated 
stop. And along the road, the people also stood, their hats and caps humbly 
in their hands, shouting their love for and devotion to the king, their admi-
ration of the finery of the ladies and gentlemen, though the king himself 
always dressed with the greatest simplicity, all in black. And the expression 
of their love and devotion was no less enthusiastic, even though this was the 
same king who had taxed them into starvation and led the country down the 
path of bankruptcy, even though this was the king who had taken their sons 
to die in incomprehensible wars in central Europe or on Flanders’ fields. 
In addition, underneath Cock’s lavish description of Philip II’s sojourn to 
the lands of the Crown of Aragon, we see the problems plaguing Spain: a 
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deserted countryside and the Crown’s (or the towns along the royal route) 
inability to provision or to house such a large contingent of people.

We cannot follow the king throughout his entire long journey. I already 
have done so in my A King Travels, a book that centres on the link between 
royal and princely travel and festivals. As I argue there, the difficulties that 
Philip II encountered in Zaragoza became only magnified during his visits to 
Barcelona and Valencia, or during his long stay at Monzón while waiting for 
the different cortes of the Crown of Aragon to come to order. Here it may 
be wise to restrict our summary to two specific moments: the royal crossing 
from Castile to Aragon and the actual royal entry into Zaragoza. Both of 
them were pregnant with ritual and social significance. Upon arriving at the 
border between Castile and Aragon, the king was received by the Justicia 
of Aragon,3 and ‘many people from the region, Castilians and Aragonese 
together, came singing and dancing to see the crossing into Aragon’.4 The 
border was covered by stone landmarks (mojones), and Henry Cock goes 
to great lengths to explain how one jurisdiction ended and another began 
just on the other side of the line (raya). The guards, the author observed, 
marked this crossing of boundaries by discharging their pistols into the air. 
At the border of Aragon, the king of Spain and his cortège engaged in festive 
demonstrations, which effectively asserted the distinctiveness of the realms 
of Castile and Aragon while proclaiming the rule of Philip II over all of 
Spain. Castilian officials had to relinquish their symbols of office in what 
was in fact foreign territory for them. The king, on the other hand, by sim-
ply crossing the border, shifted his jurisdiction from king of Castile to king 
of the Crown of Aragon. His passage through that liminal boundary was 
dignified by celebrations and performances that were well-grounded in the 
tradition of royal entries.5

Entering Zaragoza, and staying in the city throughout the month of 
March for the celebration of the wedding, called for the most extraordinary 
displays of finery and celebrations. The Justicia of Aragon and the arch-
bishop of the city met the king outside the walls of Zaragoza. Together with 
other ‘officials of the kingdom and the city’, they dismounted and came to 
kiss the king’s hand in obeisance. Riding on horseback, the king entered the 
city in a well-organized procession. Knights from Castile and Aragon led 
the march into the city. Municipal officials dressed in red velvet with gold 
trimmings followed them. In third rank came members of the royal coun-
cil with mace bearers, all in scarlet cloth with trimmings of white velvet. 
Behind them, in clearly defined ranks, came the chancellor and the mace 
bearer of the Justicia of the kingdom, followed by other judges and lawyers 
of the civil and criminal courts of Aragon. Fifth in the order of the proces-
sion marched eight deputies from the cortes of Aragon, representing the dif-
ferent orders or estates of the realm. The mace bearers of the ecclesiastical 
and noble estates held their maces high in the air to indicate their privileged 
rank. Among them rode the grandees of Castile.
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How the maces were carried and displayed told the king and the audience 
something about the limits of royal power in the Crown of Aragon, and 
the desire of the representatives of the cortes of Aragon and of Zaragoza’s 
municipal government to remind the king of their autonomy and ancient 
privileges. This simmering conflict as to the extent of royal power in the 
realms of the Crown of Aragon would burst into open rebellion in 1592 
in the streets of Zaragoza and in Catalonia’s secession in 1640. The king 
entered the city flanked by the most senior of Zaragoza’s municipal offi-
cials. The Aragonese maces  – from the Aragonese cortes, nobility, clergy 
and the municipality, were held high in front of the king, while the royal 
council mace bearers held them pointing to the ground. This contravened 
every tradition of entry in Castile and served as a symbolic reproof to the 
king. Afterwards, at the end of the ceremonial procession, the king came, 
as noted above, with the jurado de cap (the highest municipal office) riding 
on one side and the archbishop on the other, establishing a level of intimacy 
that could have been only distasteful for Philip II, always conscious of ritual 
and his royal status. The royal guards and the royal carriages followed with 
the Infantas and the royal heir. Huge crowds awaited outside and inside the 
gates of the city. Throughout Zaragoza, along the route of the royal proces-
sion, balconies and windows were decorated with silk and wool tapestries. 
Stages were also set up throughout the city, where musicians and other fes-
tive acts delighted the crowds.

That evening and on successive nights throughout the month, Zaragoza 
was lit up with a profusion of bonfires and torches. Artisans, organised in 
confraternities, marched with torches in front of the king’s palace; knights 
engaged in mock battles in the Moorish fashion. Bulls, with lit torches 
tied to their long and dangerous horns, were let loose throughout the city. 
I could go on and on describing and glossing the different nuances of each 
day’s celebration, but allow me to add just one more description before 
bringing this to a close.

Shortly after the king’s arrival to the city, on 26 February 1585, a reli-
gious procession marched from the cathedral to the king’s palace. In clearly 
defined ranks, and in ascending order of social status, the parade began, 
led by the ‘mentecatos’, men and women who were mentally impaired 
and patients in a Zaragoza hospital for the insane. Orphans, residents of 
another of the city’s pious institutions, followed them. Third in rank came 
the ‘sambenitos’, those who had been found guilty by the Inquisition and 
condemned to wear distinguishing robes and hats. In an aside, Cock com-
ments on the beauty of some of the women who had been found guilty of 
practising Muslim rites or of ‘judaizing’. Their exquisite, brightly coloured 
dresses were, of course, intended as visual enhancements of the parade, but 
they also signalled, quite blatantly, the subservience of their wearers to all 
those who followed them in the parade. Behind the Inquisition’s station 
came the artisans’ confraternities, all of their members marching with lit 
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candles. These were followed by a large number of friars and monks, rep-
resenting the many monasteries of Zaragoza. Next came the secular clergy 
and the canons of the cathedral chapter, and closing the parade came the 
archbishop and the city officials. The procession lasted ten hours, and the 
king patiently observed it from his balcony.6 No variation from the strict 
hierarchical arrangement was conceivable. The free-for-all carnival, which 
mixed high and low in entertainment, even if briefly, had now given way 
to clearly enforced groupings by social rank, mental competency, religious 
orthodoxy and wealth. The parade presented a visual equivalent to the rigid 
stratification of society.

At the beginning of this discussion on festivals and their role in the social 
history of late medieval and early modern Spain (Chapter 5), we saw, in the 
long evocation of the festivities of May 1428, the importance chroniclers 
placed upon the colours and garments worn by the participants. In 1585, 
more than 150 years later, the fabrics (silk, brocade, scarlet cloth), colours (a 
profusion of blacks, reds and whites), and martial displays of innumerable 
tournaments held in Zaragoza still taught valuable lessons to the populace. 
Festive events, especially those of a grandeur comparable to the ones held in 
the Aragonese capital, still required – as I have indicated earlier – the pres-
ence of the people. Thus, to emphasise the point again, these events remained 
sites for social display and exchange. But negotiations between the different 
social orders became more difficult as the distance between them widened. 
Kings and the ruling elites seldom came among the people any more. Instead 
they gazed, as Philip II did, from the remoteness and protection of their high 
windows and balconies. Something had changed radically in the transition 
from the late Middle Ages to the early modern period, and it was not just 
the physical space between the powerful and the weak in celebrations. Pub-
lic spectacles were transformed from the loose arrangements they had been 
in an earlier age to more sophisticated and regimented productions. Cer-
emonial processions to honour the king were now carefully organised and 
choreographed to achieve greater social consent to the power of kings. This 
change occurred not only because resources were more plentiful, or because 
political power was more centralised, but also because more classical and 
renaissance models of rulership were available for emulation. Underlying 
the growing separation between the different social orders, whether in royal 
entries or Corpus Christi celebrations, were new concepts of power and rul-
ership, new ways of thinking about the relationship between a king and his 
people, and new ways of envisioning the social orders themselves. In effect, 
we are confronted here with a process that Max Weber described long ago 
as the ‘routinization of power’, that is, the affirmation, by performative 
rituals, of social difference and political control. In the long parade in front 
of the king’s balcony – how much did the king see? how long did he sit or 
stand at the window? – the whole of Aragonese society arrayed itself, neatly 
divided in ranks, both to participate in and bear witness to the apotheosis of 
royal power and the rightful, hierarchical ordering of society.
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Yet, having written all of this, there is a caveat. It did not always work. 
Royal entries, processions, and other performances of power did go awry, 
allowed space for challenging or questioning royal authority, or, worse yet, 
for ignoring it altogether. As I  have shown in Chapter  11, in 1549 Ant-
werp, as Philip (later Philip II) came to be recognised as the heir to Flanders 
and Brabant, it rained incessantly on the princely procession, ruining what 
was supposed to be the most spectacular entry in the Low Countries for 
that princely visit. In 1585 Barcelona, the municipal authorities refused to 
provide the king with a ceremonial entry since, as they claimed, they had 
already done that. The king entered the city in the dark with no public 
reception. In Genoa in 1548, the city erupted into a full fledged riot. In 
1592, as we have seen, Zaragoza was in open rebellion against Madrid. For 
all their intent, royal entries and other performances did not often work.

Affirmations of faith

There was a place, nonetheless, where, at least in theory, all social orders 
were and continued to be one, even into the early modern period. This was 
the world of belief; but equality here – the equality of all Christians in the 
face of God – was of course purely theological and not factual at all. Yet, 
even though strict hierarchical order was often preserved, religious or semi-
religious public performances called for an emotional response and for forms 
of participation (prayers, adoration, singing, pious gestures) that bound all 
or most of the people into a community of faith. As shall be seen in a new 
chapter below, I examine aspects of what one may wish to consider the social 
history of religion or religiosity or the intertwining of religion and culture.

Nonetheless, although there were many different categories of what, for 
lack of a better term, I  call celebrations or affirmations of faith, ranging 
from the individual to the collective, from the public to the private, my 
interest here is in very specific celebratory performances. The focus is on 
festive or pious events, which called on people from all social ranks to par-
ticipate, which transcended the boundaries between city and countryside, 
and which above all sought to foster a sense of community and inclusion 
in those present, whether, as shall be seen later, they did so as celebrants or 
victims.

One must not forget that throughout Spain, the celebration of the patron 
saints of small villages and large towns brought about well-orchestrated 
displays in which secular and ecclesiastical authorities worked hand in 
hand for the greater glory of their saintly patrons and the honour of their 
localities. On such days, as is the case even today, the usual antagonisms of 
small villages and towns were put aside or articulated in festive competition. 
Still, the religious processions, games, eating and other celebratory acts that 
marked these days also served to provide, as they did in larger cities, a sense 
of communal identity and even membership in larger and far more encom-
passing entities: the Catholic Church, the kingdom.
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I would like, however, to add a word of caution. The celebrations or affir-
mations of faith described here were complex matters. Many factors beyond 
faith and religious fervour operated to make people join in processions, 
religious festivities and Inquisitorial trials (autos-de-fe). First, there was the 
issue of human curiosity and the desire for entertainment. Most public affir-
mations of faith were exceedingly theatrical and were performed with the 
most extraordinary pomp and displays of wealth. As such, they provided a 
rich source of entertainment. Second, there was the question of fear and the 
reality of coercion. Non-participation, rejection of the hegemonic Catholic 
discourse and absence from religious feasts, masses and communion could 
and did have dire results. Individuals paid a psychological toll for noncon-
formity, since by forgoing participation in these public events they in effect 
withdrew from the community of believers and belonged nowhere in the 
social world of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spain. More severe con-
sequences could follow in the form of an accusation of unusual behaviour 
by a neighbour, a bad recommendation from the local priest or a summons 
to the Inquisition’s court. Repressive religious systems – and most European 
countries, not just Spain, were religiously repressive – have ways of instill-
ing conformity and displays of false (as well as real) piety from nobles and 
commoners alike. This observation, however, should not obscure the fact 
that many in Spain and elsewhere seemed to have truly embraced the public 
shows of religiosity and that popular devotions were expressions of deep, 
emotional fervour. One explanation for the attractiveness of these types of 
festivities and celebrations is their highly ritualised character. The repetitive 
nature of religious celebrations – and of royal entries as well – provided a 
sense of familiarity and security, and a sense of continuity that was cher-
ished in the midst of life’s uncertainties. With these caveats, we should pro-
ceed to examine two very specific types of affirmations of faith.

The first one is the feast of the Corpus Christi, and the second is the great 
public trials of the Inquisition, the autos-de-fe (the literal translation is deeds 
of faith, but it also meant, in the sixteenth century, to augment, to increase 
faith). The latter celebrations and their mise-en-scène have long captured 
the popular imagination, as well as filmmakers’ taste for gory settings. They 
have also become emblematic (mistakenly, I  should add) of Spain’s harsh 
and morbid religiosity.

The Corpus Christi processions

Miri Rubin’s Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture pro-
vides an excellent study of the cult of the consecrated host as the central 
symbol of worship in late medieval Christianity and as the rallying point 
for the unity of the faith. Rubin also explores the manner in which the cel-
ebrations and processions associated with the feast of the Corpus Christi 
became, in time, a language for the articulation of communal order and 
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power, but always allowing for private explorations of the soul and for the 
internal devotions of every Christian.7

In Spain, papal sanction of the feast of the Corpus Christi was granted in 
1264. This was followed in the fourteenth century by conciliar and papal 
decrees establishing the manner in which processions of the consecrated host 
were to perambulate through the streets of cities and towns and to receive 
the adoration of the people. These were, from the very beginning, highly 
scripted celebrations, and the first reports of such festivities in Spain, dat-
ing also from the fourteenth century, followed the guidelines set by Church 
authorities.8 Nonetheless, the feast itself did not reach its great standing 
among the people until the late fifteenth century, and its most sumptuous dis-
plays did not occur until the early modern period and the contemporary age.

In many respects, the celebrations of Corpus Christi – together with the 
great autos-de-fe – came to replace, in part, the whole cycle of late medieval 
festivals, which bound the powerful to the weak. Although, as we have seen 
before, carnivals, royal entries, the feasts of Christmas, Epiphany and the 
like continued to be celebrated throughout the early modern period and 
beyond, they paled when compared to the growing solemnity, pomp, scale 
and inclusiveness of the procession of the Corpus Christi. The former fes-
tivities were also no longer privileged in the chronicles and accounts of the 
period, as had been the case in the fifteenth century. Instead, these narratives 
turned most of their energies to the description of religious festivals. This 
transition is difficult to explain fully. Clearly, the conflation between politics 
and religion and the tighter control of the printed word by state and Church 
help explain this shift, but more is needed to provide a convincing answer. 
To this day, the feast of the Corpus Christi remains the most important pro-
cession in places such as Toledo, Córdoba and other Spanish cities. Today, 
as in the late fifteenth and throughout the next two centuries, it can still 
command the undivided attention, curiosity and sometimes even devotion 
of its spectators.

I have been unfortunate enough to witness the Corpus Christi proces-
sion under the Franco dictatorship. Led by the military (goose-stepping their 
way through the streets of Córdoba) and the civil authorities, with bands 
of music and different confraternities joining in the parade, the consecrated 
host, the actual body of Christ according to Christian theology, stood sus-
pended within a large baroque gold reliquary (a custodia) for the adoration 
of all. In the late Middle Ages and early modern period, the planning of and 
participation in the procession of the Corpus Christi was a serious matter 
indeed. It required the most careful organisation by municipal and ecclesias-
tical authorities and the harshest penalties for those reluctant to contribute 
to the devout and festive displays. The procession combined entertainment 
and devotion. It taught visually, and performatively, about social hierarchy, 
order and power, but it also allowed for an inclusive spiritual experience. 
At the Corpus Christi procession, all social ranks came and worshipped 
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together. All, Christians and non-Christians alike, stood witnesses to the 
majesty and redemptive nature of the consecrated host and to the turning of 
bread into the body of Christ (transubstantiation). This was also, of course, 
the Catholic (and Spanish) response to the Protestant denial of transub-
stantiation, and was thus a public and political reaffirmation of faith by all 
social classes.9

On the eve of the feast of the Corpus Christi, in late medieval and early 
modern Valencia, Madrid, Barcelona and other cities and towns in Spain, 
the streets were thoroughly cleaned and the balconies along the proces-
sion’s route were gaily decorated with tapestries and silk hangings. In some 
instances, the streets along which the host would perambulate were also 
covered with rich carpets. In some cities, as is done in Toledo to this day, 
canopies were hung over the narrow streets. Flowers and colourful displays 
were present everywhere. Let us also remember that the processions or cer-
emonial entries that led kings and princes from outside the city walls to the 
civic and religious centre of Spanish towns followed the route usually taken 
by the Corpus Christi. Here, once again, religion and politics commingled.

The Corpus Christi procession in Madrid

Javier Portús Pérez in his richly descriptive and interesting book La antigua 
procesión del Corpus Christi in Madrid, and Angela Muñoz Fernández in a 
short but comprehensive article, describe the processional order of the Cor-
pus Christi celebration in late fifteenth-century and early modern Madrid. In 
the 1480s, city officials and nobles took turns, six persons on each side, car-
rying the canopy, or baldachin, under which the host was paraded through 
the town.10 Once again, royal entries, as we have seen, closely parallelled 
the processional patterns of the Eucharist. Kings also rode into cities under-
neath finely embroidered canopies. This point ought to be reiterated. The 
conflation of the sacred and the political in these spectacles always involved 
salutary lessons for all social orders. It also served, in a monarchy without 
direct sacral attributes,11 to sanctify political power and to equate the Cor-
pus Christi with the king.

Both royal entries and Corpus Christi celebrations – as well as other reli-
gious and festive processions – followed on a double tradition. On the one 
hand, there was an increasing knowledge of the Roman military triumphal 
entrance, following the Renaissance revival of the classical past and the 
spread of humanism to Spain. Books on the subject were published through-
out Spain in the fifteenth century.12 On the other hand, and far more rel-
evant to the Corpus tradition, there was the yearly re-enactment of Jesus’s 
tumultuous reception into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.

Preceding the canopy and the consecrated host, members of the Madrid 
oligarchy marched with lit torches. Angela Muñoz mentions that in other 
Spanish cities the banner of the town led the procession rather than rep-
resentatives of the elite. Behind the body of Christ walked most of the 
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ecclesiastics of the town, dressed in their liturgical garments. The trade con-
fraternities followed them. Each confraternity carried stages (some small 
ones on their backs and, later, movable stages), on which skits or tableaux 
vivants depicted the mysteries of the Corpus, scenes from the Old and New 
Testament and other hagiographical material. Participation was not alto-
gether voluntary. A fine of 3,000 mrs was imposed on any confraternity fail-
ing to join in or to contribute to the pious entertainment. Those too poor to 
organise such displays individually were encouraged to pool their resources 
for the production of a worthy spectacle.13

Moors and Jews, before the end of the fifteenth century, were equally 
compelled to participate in the Corpus procession. A similar fine of 3,000 
mrs was levied on these religious communities for failure to appear. A docu-
ment of 1481, cited by Angela Muñoz, orders the Moors to bring out their 
‘juegos’ (games, but here meaning also representations) and dances. The 
Jews were also expected to contribute with dances or to incur the already 
mentioned fine. As David Nirenberg has shown, the feasts of Holy Week in 
the fourteenth-century Crown of Aragon (which in many ways paralleled 
the solemnities of the Corpus Christi) always included participation by the 
Jews. Although Jews (and Moors) were humiliated by being forced to wit-
ness and acknowledge a triumphal Christianity, the celebration, as Niren-
berg points out, served also as an inclusionary gesture, bringing together 
Jews, Moors and Christians into a communal festival.14

But if in fifteenth-century Spain, Moors and Jews (coercive elements not-
withstanding) joined in festive performances – as we have seen on the occa-
sion of the Infanta Doña Blanca’s entrance into Briviesca – by the end of 
the century, the presence of religious minorities in royal entries and Corpus 
Christi processions became a rare phenomenon. By then, Jews and Moors 
had been segregated in very specific areas within cities or banished altogether 
because of their religious beliefs. By the early sixteenth century, neither of 
the two religious groups survived, at least officially, within the boundaries 
of Spain. In cities such as Burgos, as we saw earlier, the elite also clustered 
in certain sections of the city. Until the sixteenth century, therefore, these 
festivals provided a fleeting moment of unity and the possibility of cross-
ing the unforgiving boundaries of neighbourhoods, class, rank and religion. 
Paradoxically, as Jews and Moors’ presence in civic and religious festivals 
came to an end in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, New World 
natives came to play their role (albeit their recent Christianity) in similar cer-
emonies carried out in places such as Mexico City, Cuzco, Lima and other 
great New World urban centres. Whether in viceroyal or bishops’ entries or 
in the great celebrations around the feats of the Corpus Christi, the presence 
of newly or recently converted indigenous people, of their peculiar dresses, 
guilds and the like became an important component of these affirmations 
of faith and power. Anachronistically, the New World also re-enacted the 
fictional warfare of battles between Moors and Christians that was, and 
remained, such an important component of early modern festivities.
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What about the ‘people’? Unlike other festive occasions in which com-
moners had become mere spectators, in the Corpus Christi procession the 
great mass of the population played a dual role as participant and spectator. 
According to Portús Pérez, half the people of Madrid participated directly 
in the procession, while the other half watched, from the streets and win-
dows, as the Host marched through the city. After the official ranking of 
the dominant social groups in front, around and behind the Corpus Christi, 
people joined in the procession and walked behind the Host as it meandered 
through the city. One activity did not preclude the other. As is the case 
today, one could join the procession at various points throughout its route, 
both as a witness and as a participant. Both roles – and this is the main 
point I wish to make here – conferred agency, regardless of social stand-
ing. On the one hand, by following the Corpus Christi through the streets 
of one’s city, one became part of a hallowed moment, an actor in a sacred 
play. On the other hand, the outpouring of devotion – whether one watched 
the procession, marched behind it, or did both – was overwhelming; it was 
impossible to remain unaffected by the sheer scale of religious fervour. The 
physical and emotive responses exacted by this mass phenomenon turned 
the viewer into an active participant. These sentiments, whether rehearsed 
or truly felt, created a sense of genuine belonging, of communal solidar-
ity, which empowered the poor and the downtrodden while, paradoxically, 
reinforcing and legitimising the structures of power (that kept them poor 
and downtrodden). In many respects, things have not changed. The carnival 
in Rio de Janeiro today fulfils more or less the same function of reiterating 
social differences while allowing a period of licence.

And, in a deep sense, the Corpus Christi was like carnival. This explains to 
some extent the waning of popular carnival, with its subversive tendencies, 
in early modern Spain, and the rise of the tightly controlled and ritualised 
performances of the Corpus Christi. The Corpus processions throughout 
Spain and certainly in Madrid by the early modern period included enough 
carnivalesque elements: figures of large-headed dwarfs and giants, devils, 
Moors, masquerades, Morris dances, devotional and not-so-devotional the-
atrical skits and other grotesque elements. Most of all, the Corpus Christi 
processions also included mechanical dragons, known in Spain as the 
tarasca, spewing flames through their nostrils and mouths to the delight of 
all those in attendance. These displays provided an inverted image of the 
divinity of the consecrated host, but, unlike carnival, in the Corpus Christi 
processions all these representations of inversion, ribaldry and debasement 
were carefully regulated and served only as complements to the consecra-
tion of religion and of the state.

The Corpus Christi in late medieval and  
early modern Valencia

The Corpus Christi celebration and the Inquisitorial trials provided a unity 
in matters of belief and ritual performances that Spain sorely lacked in 
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the political arena. In Valencia, another of the great capitals of the Span-
ish realms, the Corpus Christi followed along the general patterns already 
described for the Corpus processions in Madrid; but perhaps because of its 
Mediterranean context and its distance from the centres of political and 
religious power in faraway Madrid, the Corpus Christi in Valencia had an 
exuberance (by which I  mean more secular festive elements), which sur-
passed the processions in Madrid. Antoni Ariño, in his excellent study Fes-
tes, rituals i creences, pays close attention to the evolution of the Corpus 
Christi processions in Valencia from the fourteenth century to the present.15

When Valencia began honouring the Corpus in 1355, the celebration 
oscillated between being a city-wide affair and a parochial one, and was 
organised by the parishes on a rotation basis. According to Ariño, the Cor-
pus Christi procession evolved from a fairly egalitarian ritual – in which men 
and women, artisanal trades, the well-to-do, and secular and ecclesiastical 
people participated freely – to a complex cultural phenomenon. By 1425, 
social orders in the procession were ranked in a clear hierarchical order. 
Moreover, the addition of masked actors, music, theatrical representations 
and carnivalesque figures in the fifteenth century marked a transition to 
more complex types of religious festivities. Among the long list of symbolic 
figures and characters represented, the sources for the early fifteenth-century 
processions mention angels, devils, patriarchs (Noah and his ark, Jacob and 
his ladder), prophets, the apostles, saints and virgins, other characters (the 
Virgin Mary and the child Jesus, the Magi, etc.), mythological and biblical 
animals.16

An important component of the feast of the Corpus in Valencia was the 
entremeses or roques (in Valencian). In the procession of 1528, some of the 
entremeses or theatrical skits included representations of the Last Supper, 
of the sacrifice of Abraham, of Hell, of the martyrdom of St. Sebastian, of 
the Crucifixion and of other equally edifying or lugubrious events. Moreo-
ver, within each social rank participating in the Corpus celebrations, there 
were specific, well-defined hierarchies. Artisanal guilds or confraternities 
followed a well-regulated order of precedence; canons of the cathedral and 
other ecclesiastics also marched in a pre-arranged order, which clearly sig-
nalled, to themselves and to those in attendance (almost the entire popula-
tion of Valencia), the proper social ranking of each group or individual. The 
same attention to status was evident in the procession of royal and munici-
pal officials, city oligarchs and the nobility in residence.17

As early as 1416, the ruling elite (ecclesiastical as well as secular) of 
Valencia fixed the route of the procession to coincide precisely with the 
ceremonial route followed by the kings on the first royal entry into the city. 
Thus, as in Madrid and elsewhere, there was a convergence between reli-
gious and political festive performances. Both rituals, by their reliability and 
repetition, ensured the social order. Moreover, as Ariño shows, the Corpus 
was not only a representation of Christ on earth; the feast functioned as a 
powerful symbolic event, affirming the power of religion and the Crown 
on many levels: 1) visually, by the great display of rich tapestries, rugs and 
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banners, which provided an explosion of colour within the city; 2) olfacto-
rily, by the profusion of flowers thrown from the balconies and windows at 
the passing of the consecrated host; 3) musically, by the continuous playing 
of music throughout the city. Should we be surprised then that, in Madrid 
or Seville (where the feast of the Corpus reached unprecedented levels of 
frenzy), the population as a whole reacted with extreme forms of joy and 
devotion (tears, shouts, expressions of tenderness, etc.) at the sight of their 
living God? Antagonisms and violence were set aside at least for a day.18

Inquisition trials and autos-de-fe

As theatrical as the religious processions were (and still are), they did not 
match the performative power of the great inquisitorial trials held in Spain 
throughout most of the early modern period. The Inquisition’s autos-de-
fe functioned as theatres of power, attracting thousands of spectators: the 
wealthy and powerful watched from well-appointed balconies or from the 
stage itself (where the trials, punishment and reconciliation of heretics took 
place); the less well-off watched from wherever they could find a place. We 
must not imagine, however, that the great autos-de-fe were common occur-
rences. Their cost was exceedingly high, the preparations so elaborate, that 
they were held only intermittently. They lacked the cyclical nature of the 
Corpus Christi processions and similar religious festivities, which followed 
the liturgical calendar. But precisely because of their non-calendrical and 
infrequent character, the autos-de-fe had tremendous visual and psycho-
logical impact. In a strange and contradictory way, the elaborate public 
trials of the Spanish Inquisition functioned as sites for the inclusion of all 
social orders and at the same time as sites for the exclusion of certain indi-
viduals. One action was intimately linked to the other. The act of exclud-
ing some meant the inclusion of others. Definitions of self, collective or 
individual, and representations of membership in a community, religious 
or political – then as today – were always bound up with representations 
against others.19

The main purpose of the public auto-de-fe was to cleanse the Christian 
community from damning heretics. This was done by the trial and condem-
nation of those accused of heresy, and by the inquisitor’s public preaching 
to those found guilty and to the audience in attendance. In a sense, the auto 
became, not unlike the Corpus Christi processions, a public and communal 
reaffirmation of faith. We must also remember that the execution – by either 
asphyxiation or burning, or a combination of both – of those found to be 
relapsed heretics did not take place at the auto-de-fe. The ceremony was 
not about the spectacle of torture and death (though it often did begin and 
end with these two scenarios, albeit in settings that were hidden from the 
public). After guilt had been determined, the condemned heretics were taken 
to another location, usually outside the city walls, and executed by the civil 
authorities. As members of the Church, inquisitors were not allowed to shed 
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blood; it is my impression, however, that the Spanish monarchy was just too 
jealous of its power to allow the exercise of high justice to anyone but itself.

Let us return to the point I am attempting to make here. In their affir-
mation of faith, all of the people, powerful and weak alike, became par-
ticipants, and therefore complicit, in the punishment of heretics. Through 
prayer, shouts of approval or condemnation, and gestures that shaped the 
ebb and flow of public trials, they took part in excising the heretics from 
the social body and in restoring to health the moral economy of their par-
ticular towns and realms. By casting out crypto-Jews, Moriscos, foreigners, 
Protestants, sodomites and blasphemers, they reaffirmed their own rightful 
place in Spanish and Christian society. The representation of ‘otherness’, 
which underpinned Inquisitorial trials, was also a counter-representation of 
communal identity, a reverse index of what it meant to be a Spaniard and a 
Catholic in the sixteenth century. One was granted membership in the com-
munity by participating and acquiescing in the exclusion of a targeted few, 
an old and well-known practice into our own age.

Yet the auto-de-fe – and here is the paradox – also sought to reconcile, and 
thus to include, those who were to be punished, even those who were to be 
put to death. Although it did not always work, quite often the cooperation 
of those indicted was a prerequisite for the auto-de-fe’s proper functioning 
as a cleansing and binding ceremony. This was made implicit in the proces-
sional march and in the trial itself. Those dressed in the humiliating garb of 
the ‘sambenito’ (a yellow tunic with saffron-coloured crosses) marched in 
orchestrated processions to the site of the auto-de-fe. They attended their 
own trials with little or no resistance and made exemplary acts of contrition 
at the announcement of their guilt and punishment, even when the latter 
was death. This of course was accomplished through the pervasive forms 
of coercion we have seen before: the threat and/or infliction of social, psy-
chological, moral, financial, and, above all, physical injury. The sambenitos 
were cogs in the machine, made to enact the dominant social and moral 
codes. There was a script, and those found guilty knew it and followed it 
to the letter.

The pressures and terrors applied to obtain such compliance may trou-
ble our modern conscience. But for those orchestrating and witnessing the 
public spectacle in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the hegemonic 
cultural values involved in punishing transgressors and in embracing that 
punishment were sacrosanct; and worked both to legitimise the Church and 
state’s use of power and to bolster society’s hierarchical character. More 
than that, the auto-de-fe served as a double-edged reminder to all, wealthy 
and poor, pious and sinner, that membership in the community of faith was 
conditional. What, then, was the auto-de-fe like?

Scholars working on the Inquisition have long noted that the Spanish 
auto-de-fe evolved from the spectacles invented by the medieval Inquisi-
tion in early thirteenth-century southern France.20 Throughout most of 
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Europe, trials of heretics were known 
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collectively as sermo generalis (general sermon). Usually held on Sundays, 
the public sermo generalis attracted large crowds of people, including royal 
and municipal officials, and ecclesiastics. The accused stood on a high plat-
form, open to the gaze and shouts of those in attendance. The inquisitor 
preached a sermon (hence the name) to the suspected heretics, but also to 
the audience. At the prompting of the speaker, the sermon was often inter-
rupted by shouts from the crowd. This was a participatory ceremony, and 
the interruptions and clamour of those in attendance functioned as a choral 
response to the inquisitor’s religious (and social) admonitions. Indulgences 
were granted to those in attendance; the accused were handed down their 
sentences. Many of those found guilty kneeled and repented their heretical 
deeds; thus, they were absolved and reinserted in the communal body. Those 
who refused to accept their guilt, or who remained faithful to their errors, 
were taken away to be punished or executed.21

From this rather simple ceremony, the Spanish autos-de-fe grew into an 
elaborate religious ritual charged with symbolic meaning and social lessons. 
As the great Henry C. Lea pointed out long ago, the sermo generalis first and 
the auto-de-fe later were physical enactments – one could say previews – of 
the Final Judgement, and thus laden with all kinds of frightful and redeem-
ing associations.22

Autos were long in the planning. Local tribunals might propose holding 
a large inquisitorial trial or auto, but approval from the Supreme Council 
of the Inquisition had to be sought before proceeding with its organisa-
tion. The date had to be chosen carefully. Feast days of important Christian 
saints, of saints of special relevance to Spanish historical events, or days 
dedicated to the adoration of the Cross (3 May, 14 September) were pre-
ferred. These dates inscribed the workings of the Inquisition within a litur-
gical and historical calendar, but they also allowed for a larger attendance.

Henry C. Lea’s great work on the Inquisition in Spain, written more than 
a century ago, and Avilés’s article on the auto-de-fe describe in detail the 
ritual structure of the ceremony and how it was organised. As Lea points 
out, the less frequent the autos-de-fe, the more elaborate they became. After 
approval to hold an auto was obtained from the Supreme Council of the 
Inquisition, early notices went out – as much as a month before the auto’s 
scheduled date. Invitations were sent to the authorities participating in the 
ceremony, securing their presence for the great event.

Long before the auto was held, special preparations were made. This 
included the making or fixing of the special garments to be worn by the 
accused (the sambenitos): the mitres (conic hats in reverse imitation of a 
bishop’s hat), which covered the heads of the heretics; the effigies of those 
who had fled or died and were to be tried in absentia; the special boxes to 
carry the bones of those exhumed and brought to trial after their death and 
burial. A special box or coffer of ‘crimson velvet with gold fringes and a 
gilt lock and key’ held the sentences of those to be relaxed (put to death). 
Green crosses, to be carried by the accused, had to be made. Other crosses 
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were made and carried in the processional, which took place the day before 
the auto-de-fe. A Dominican prior marched with the large green cross of 
the Inquisition and a confraternity official proudly raised a white cross. The 
prosecuting attorney was assigned his own standard: a banner of red dam-
ask, with the royal coat of arms and the cross of the Inquisition, a symbol of 
the marriage of Church and state in the rooting out of heretics.

In the days preceding the ceremony, local Inquisition officials occupied the 
main square of the town. In Madrid, where some quite spectacular autos-
de-fe were performed throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
the Plaza Mayor, the main square and the site for the acclamation of new 
kings and for the running of bulls, was the place of choice. In Toledo, the 
Zocodover, or the square in front of the great Gothic cathedral, was a pre-
ferred site. In these squares, two large stages were built. One was assigned 
to the ‘penitents’, that is, those on trial, and to their guards. The other was 
reserved for the Inquisition, municipal and royal officials and a bevy of 
other ecclesiastics. The windows and balconies of the houses surrounding 
the main square of the town filled with important people and their families. 
Although, as Lea indicates, ecclesiastical and secular authorities were most 
willing participants, their presence was nonetheless compulsory. This was 
done to forestall absences prompted by political antagonisms or by refus-
als to occupy, in the rigid hierarchy of the procession, an assigned posi-
tion that was inferior to rival orders or officials. The autos-de-fe served as 
events in which even members of the elite themselves could not contest the 
social ranking of those in attendance. The autos-de-fe thus strictly enforced 
a careful articulation of the gradations of social order and power. Familiars 
(officials of the Inquisition) on horseback, notaries and town criers, carry-
ing the banner of the Inquisition and blowing loud trumpets, perambulated 
through the town. At strategic corners, they made stops and called all of the 
people of the city to attend the auto-de-fe to be held ‘at such place and at 
such date’.

The auto began very early with masses held at the parish church and at 
the site of the auto itself, before the ceremonial procession began. Soldiers 
came first, as they do today in the procession of the Corpus Christi; then 
the heretics came in an ascending hierarchy of guilt. Those accused of lesser 
crimes, and thus liable for lesser punishment, appeared first; those to be 
executed marched last. They walked their painful and humiliating journey 
one by one, escorted each side by familiars of the Inquisition or by friars. 
The heretics followed the processional route through teeming and excited 
crowds, which shouted words of opprobrium and  – in some locations  – 
attempted to take matters into their own hands.

The auto lasted into the night, an exhausting, cathartic form of psycho-
logical theatre. It ended with the reconciliation of some of the accused and 
the taking away of the recalcitrant and relapsed heretics to be burned else-
where. The king, his court, and distinguished visitors were often present. 
Great autos were often made to coincide with signal political moments: the 
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swearing of the heir to the throne, a gathering of the cortes, a royal wed-
ding. What impact did such celebrations have on the mass of the people? 
How did they serve as sites for social exchanges? How did they erase, and 
at the same time reaffirm, social hierarchies? I think the answer is clear and 
easy, and I have already attempted to explain how this was so throughout 
this and the preceding chapter. Processions, autos-de-fe and other such reli-
gious manifestations – unlike carnival and tournaments, which eventually 
became segregated by class – occasioned a public outpouring of emotion, 
anger, physical and verbal gestures. These signs, a kind of performative text, 
inscribed the community in the worship of the Host, in the devotion of 
saints, and, in the case of the Inquisition, in the complicit trial and punish-
ment of heretics.

The autos-de-fe could also be found (and enacted with eerie similar-
ity to those on the Iberian Peninsula) throughout the variegated lands of 
the Spanish monarchy. Mexico City and Lima, the two great capitals of 
Spanish America in the early modern period, served often as sites for the 
scripted performance of these religious trials. Nathan Wachtel’s The Faith 
of Remembrance, a moving account that paraphrases the contemporary 
description of the event by Fernand de Montesinos, provides a vivid descrip-
tion of a great auto de fe held in Lima on 23 January 1639. The trial’s prepa-
rations began almost two months early on 1 December 1638. The event 
called for many artisans to build ephemeral structures not unlike those built 
for royal entries. All the population of Lima was mobilised and encour-
aged or persuaded to attend. All the civil and ecclesiastical dignitaries (some 
from faraway Chile) were present. Elaborate processions brought the Holy 
Office’s officials (familiars), those condemned for Judaizing and the Inquis-
itors themselves to Lima’s central plaza or main square. Their presence, 
and that of other worthies, invested the ceremony with great visual impact, 
teaching salutary lessons to the people avidly following the spectacle. Oaths 
were taken; repentance and re-insertion into the body of the Church, in 
most cases, was expected. Sentences were handed out; penalties, including 
the execution of Francisco Maldonado de Silva, a Converso who refused, 
as other prisoners did, to carry one of the many crosses paraded during the 
ceremonial procession to the site of the auto de fe. For someone in Toledo 
or Madrid, the inquisitorial trial held in Lima in 1639 would have been 
intimately familiar.23

A short anonymous narrative of events in Madrid in the early seventeenth 
century may serve as a fitting conclusion to these chapters on festivals and 
spectacles. The story tells of how, on 5 July 1624, a ‘sacrilegious foreign 
heretic’ (a Protestant?) entered the Church of the Monastery of St. Philip in 
Madrid, snatched the consecrated host from the hands of the priest, tore it 
to pieces, threw the pieces into the fire and to the floor and stomped on the 
remaining fragments of the body of Christ. The unnamed desecrator also 
took the chalice, filled it with unconsecrated wine, spilled it on the floor 
and, drawing his dagger, attacked the priest. Those in attendance drew their 
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swords (notice the carrying of weapons into Church) and sought to punish 
the heretic right on the spot. The priest interceded and prevented the swift 
execution of the attacker. Rather than remitting him to the Holy Office 
tribunal in Toledo, he had him brought to trial immediately. On Sunday 14 
July of the same year, the foreign heretic was brought to a small auto held 
in the Plaza Mayor of Madrid. Even though there was such short time for 
preparation, all of the important ecclesiastical and civil authorities of the 
city, as well as a large crowd of common people, were in attendance.

The accused’s parade through the streets of Madrid included passing in 
front of the royal palace, where the king saw him from a balcony as the 
procession made its way to the Plaza Mayor. There, the heretic was placed 
on a high stage and as his crimes were read the people broke into ‘shouts, 
tears,  . . . slapped and scratched their faces and bodies, pulled their beards 
and hair’. All of these are, of course, the traditional signs of mourning. In 
this case, it represented a collective and popular mourning for the sacrilege 
committed on the body of Christ.

The death sentence was announced; the accused was taken outside the 
walls of the city. There, on an empty field, he was asphyxiated (as a form of 
mercy) and his body was then burned to cinders and the ashes cast on the 
fields and streams of Madrid. The king and his court, dressed in mourning, 
attended masses at the monastery of St. Philip. Together with the power-
ful, a large throng of the poor and weak also came to mourn and to see the 
spectacle of their betters.24

This short vignette tells us a great deal about the transformation of reli-
gious sensibilities and the enduring conflicts between Protestants and Cath-
olics. Here the auto-de-fe becomes closely conflated with the central role of 
the consecrated host in Catholic society and, above all, in Spanish society. 
It also reminds us of the close relationship between Crown, Church, Ortho-
doxy and Spanish popular social and religious attitudes.

Conclusion

From a general view of festivals in the previous chapter, I have focused here 
on very specific types of festivals. I have described them as affirmations of 
power and of faith, though in Spain political power and religious beliefs 
were deeply intertwined. In their elaborate royal entries, theatrical autos-
de-fe and symbolically rich Corpus Christi processions, Church and state 
created ceremonial spaces in which the unity of Spaniards under one ruler 
and one doctrine was reiterated. As we have seen in the previous chapter, 
many of these ceremonial events – though clearly hierarchical and at times, 
as in the autos-de-fe, exclusionary – bound all social groups in rituals of 
inclusion and exclusion.

These affirmations of power and faith also confirmed the trend already 
described in the previous chapter. As we move from the late Middle Ages 
into the early modern period, the distance between high and low grew wider. 
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The vision of kings and high lords dancing among the common people was 
replaced by the mighty looking on celebrations from secure and distant bal-
conies. There was a ‘privatisation’ of the ceremonial, a withdrawal from 
public celebratory spaces to private ones. In Spain, far more than in other 
European countries, this was most obvious in the distant character of the 
Habsburg monarchs and in the growing importance and complexity of the 
Corpus Christi celebrations. As a result, carnival, with its fiercely popular 
and subversive roots, was demoted to a festivity that was to be carried out 
in the peripheries of regulated life or carefully choreographed from above. 
Festivals became, therefore, yet another expression of the growing power 
and control of Crown and Church.
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7	� The burdens of violence
Sites of conflict

The nature of violence

Unlike festivals and communal affirmations of faith and identity that, 
regardless of their hegemonic intent, sought to bind the social orders into 
a harmonious whole, violence and its counterpart, resistance, led diverse 
social groups and individuals to fierce and often fatal antagonisms. Of 
course, not all violence pitted one group against another. Nor did resistance 
always mean the resistance of subalterns to their superiors. In late medi-
eval and early modern Europe different categories of violence and resistance 
brushed against each other, ranging from individual acts of psychological 
and physical violence (what today we call street crime or domestic violence) 
to intra-group violence (factions of nobles and their retinues fighting other 
nobles; rural communities attacking nearby villages) to the victimisation of 
those below by those on top and the resistance of the former against the 
excesses of their oppressors.

I do not wish to suggest that the nature of violence in late medieval and 
early modern Spain was exceptional, or that the violence of that period rep-
resents a unique moment in history. In general, one must admit that physical 
and psychological aggression (and resistance) in contemporary developed 
societies is less pervasive than it was before the onset of industrialization 
and compulsory public education in the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries. Nonetheless, the tandem rise of technology and modern nationalism 
has also produced extraordinarily violent excesses: to wit, the world wars, 
atomic terror, genocide and ethnic cleansing of the twentieth century which 
have no parallel in human history. In Spain, the cruelties of the Civil War, 
1936–39, most certainly surpassed any other tragedy in the national history 
of Iberia.

While the phenomenon of violence has endured, the categories of violence 
and the ways in which they are articulated and perceived differ altogether 
from what they were in the past. Johan Huizinga in ‘The Violent Tenor of 
Life’, the dramatic opening chapter of The Autumn of the Middle Ages, 
vividly captured the reality of violence in late medieval life.1 Those who 
live fairly protected lives may find it hard to understand the brutality that 
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governed the everyday life of medieval and early modern men and women 
(or, for that matter, to imagine the systemic violence that continues to plague 
our own inner cities and entire nations elsewhere in the world).

Pervasive violence in fact played a crucial role in constructing commu-
nity. The examples in these two chapters will enable us to view violence 
and resistance in late medieval and early modern Spain as crucibles, which 
shaped and cemented relations between different groups and individuals. 
Not unlike autos-de-fe and public executions – the paradigmatic examples 
of official violence – violence served, perversely, to reconcile one group with 
another, to include some by excluding others. Ever since David Nirenberg’s 
challenging book Communities of Violence (1996), the power of ritual 
group violence to enact a distorted kind of social inclusion can no longer be 
overlooked.2 Of course, the type of orchestrated social and religious antago-
nism that Nirenberg discusses did not always work. Far too often, ritual-
ised or highly choreographed social violence descended into uncontrollable 
mayhem. This, in turn, led to truly exclusionary deeds: to the permanent 
removal, by execution or exile, of offending individuals and/or groups.

What categories of violence (and resistance) were discernible in late medi-
eval and early modern Spain? What were the social consequences of such 
clashes? Did violence and resistance change over time? If so, how did they 
change? These questions are not always easy to answer. From one perspec-
tive, popular agitation against Jews and Conversos in fifteenth-century 
Spain, for example, can be seen as an extreme form of violence against a 
religious ‘other’ and against those suspected of being so. At the same time, 
concrete social and economic forces (anti-Jewish and anti-Morisco senti-
ments, famines, pestilences, etc.) fuelled antagonism. In other words, the 
anti-Jewish violence reflected specific temporal and material conditions as 
well as a systemic tradition of violence. Moreover, the religious violence 
that was so peculiar to late medieval and early modern Europe was also, 
unquestionably, a manifestation of resistance to the Crown and to factions 
of the nobility perceived to be, not always correctly, allies and protectors 
of Jews and Conversos. In truth, most forms of violence revealed implicit 
(and, in some cases, very explicit) resistance to the constituted order. But our 
knowledge of violence is most often gleaned from clerical sources that echo 
the class interests of the powerful, and most records are generally hostile to 
the claims and resistant undertakings of the lower classes.

Towards a typology of violence: official violence

For the sake of clarity, a typology of forms of violence and resistance may 
prove useful. Violent acts can be divided into two broad, distinct, but not 
mutually exclusive, categories. The first is official violence, encompassing 
actions more or less sanctioned by law that those in power – kings, nobles, 
the Church – took against their subjects and vassals. In this category we find 
extreme forms of violent behaviour: noble attacks against villagers, open 
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civil war, and lesser, though still harsh and punitive forms of violence. These 
included the irregular and biased enforcement of the law, of conscription 
and of excessive taxation. The struggles of the ruling elite in the fifteenth 
century for control of the throne or for extension of their privileges were 
almost always waged by frequent appeals to legal, moral or patriotic prin-
ciples, which inevitably embroiled the rest of the population. The conse-
quences for those caught in the middle, regardless of the legality of these 
struggles, were always misery and/or death. Since the Crown, the nobility 
and even the urban patriciate mobilised, or attempted to mobilise, the popu-
lace as combatants and shock troops in their endless battles, the exercise of 
violence crossed social boundaries, with members of each order often play-
ing the dual role of aggressor and victim. Nonetheless, as is the case today, 
social prominence and wealth went a long way toward pre-empting the pos-
sibility of victimhood and mitigating the impact of defeat.

The awful civil wars of fifteenth-century Spain parallelled similar out-
bursts of violence in England and France. As manifestations of violence 
from above, they created a climate for the exercise of official violence. By the 
same token, the inquisitorial autos-de-fe, the militant enforcement of ortho-
doxy, the pogroms against Jews in 1391 and against Conversos throughout 
the fifteenth and early sixteenth century (and then once again in the mid-sev-
enteenth), the punitive measures against Moriscos in the sixteenth century 
and final expulsion in the early decades of the seventeenth, the repression 
and wholesale slaughter of natives in the New World – all these forms of 
violence also functioned as discourses of power. They reinforced specific 
structures of power and legitimated the hierarchical tiering of society.

Unofficial violence

Under the category of unofficial violence, one may group a whole set of acts 
of resistance and collective crimes, which, though intimately linked to offi-
cial violence, emerged or were played out outside the boundaries of legality. 
Among them, the most obvious were organised movements of resistance. 
The most notable of these movements was the war of the remenças, already 
outlined in a previous chapter, but collective eruptions of violence were not 
limited to such large-scale peasant wars. Similar movements occurred in 
the Spains (and in overseas colonies) throughout the fifteenth century and 
even in the supposedly calm late sixteenth century. In the latter century, the 
revolt of the Alpujarras (see above, Chapters 1 and 4) stands out as a rather 
remarkable disturbance of order and of a religious minority’s resistance to 
the constraints imposed by a Christian majority. The brutal armed strug-
gle brought savage reprisals from both sides and resulted in the dramatic 
displacement of property and in the social and demographic relocation of 
both Morisco and Christian populations. But the rebellions of the remen-
ças and of the Alpujarras have, to some extent, obscured other widespread 
antagonisms between the central authorities in Madrid and specific regional 
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or social groups within the kingdom at large (Aragonese, Catalan and Gali-
cian peasants).

An important subcategory to be explored in some detail is banditry. 
Although embedded in the social fabric of the Spanish realms in earlier cen-
turies, banditry became systemic in certain regions of the kingdom, above 
all in the south and in Catalonia, in the early modern period. As I will argue, 
banditry and other lesser forms of criminal activity – scams, pícaro activity, 
organised prostitution, gambling, false begging and the like – functioned as 
sites for violent or semi-violent interaction between different social orders, 
as they do today throughout the world. Another form of violence that cut 
across class lines and public/private or individual/collective boundaries was 
the widespread phenomenon of sexual and parental violence against women 
and children in late medieval and early modern Spain. Although a great deal 
of this type of violence occurred within the confines of the household and 
the family (thus somewhat outside the scope of this chapter: see Chapters 9 
and 10), the frequency and toleration of such behaviour played a significant 
social role. Indeed, violence against women and children – often enacted 
because of real or perceived transgressions against the honour of husbands 
and male relatives, or because of breaches of parental or familial authority – 
articulated and reinforced the iron-clad hierarchies of family and society. 
We ought not to forget that servants, dependents, natives in the New World, 
and slaves were generally feminised and/or thought of as children. This cor-
relation with patriarchy’s traditionally disempowered members made the 
subordination of social others seem ‘natural’ and justified. Women, children 
and social inferiors could not circumvent the rigid constraints imposed on 
them by husbands, fathers and masters without incurring violent repercus-
sions, even death.

The violence of everyday life

In the introductory pages of this chapter, I made a comparison between the 
relative security and peacefulness of our present lives and the unstable and 
turbulent lives of most people in late medieval and early modern Europe. 
Even in today’s Western democracies, we are vulnerable to street crime, 
domestic violence and the occasional arbitrary and abusive demand of the 
state and its official agents. But we view such occurrences as departures 
from normality, as unusual and unexpected. In fifteenth-century Castile and 
Aragon, in sixteenth-century Spain, and in most of Europe, such events were 
the stuff of everyday life. Royal decrees, literary works – Cervantes’s Don 
Quijote is paradigmatic of the genre – and the ordinances of the cortes are 
filled with complaints about and representations of daily violence. This was 
an intensely physical world: blows were often the aftermath of verbal abuse 
and violent language. The recourse to fists, arms and group attacks – one 
village, fully armed, raiding another nearby because of a mere ironic insult, 
as jocularly described in Don Quijote – was a common occurrence. These 
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acts of individual and collective aggression were part of a symbolic lan-
guage, a violent form of communicating power. Whereas commoners fought 
one another with fists, knives and staves, noblemen cultivated jousts and 
tournaments as elaborate ritualizations of violence. Let us not be confused 
by Hollywood’s glitz and by nineteenth-century romantic depictions: jousts 
were murderous encounters. Lives were lost; people were maimed. Yet this 
controlled mayhem received the sanction of Church and state; and deeds of 
chivalry and the warring life were seen, to paraphrase Huizinga, as exam-
ples of the life beautiful.

The exercise of state justice, especially the public execution of criminals 
and political enemies (what Max Weber correctly identified as the legalised 
monopoly of violence), was in its gory performance another display of offi-
cially sanctioned violence. Even at the stake, strict hierarchies as to the per-
missible manner of death were observed. Public executions – the beheading, 
garroting or asphyxiation of nobles; the hanging or burning of common-
ers – functioned as theatres of power to the delight and edification of most 
of the population. They were, as shall be seen, not just exemplary forms of 
punishment but socially inclusive ceremonies as well. We may also regard 
the violence and physicality of late medieval and early modern Spain as an 
effect of the vulnerability of most Spaniards to illness and early death and an 
acceptance of life’s tenuous embrace. With the exception of the well-to-do 
(and they were not always exempt either), most people in late medieval and 
early modern Europe were continually besieged by hunger, illnesses, lice, 
skin diseases, falling teeth, infections and other such problems. The vivid 
portrait of daily life that Keith Thomas paints in Religion and the Decline 
of Magíc is a grim reminder that even in such places as England, which 
enjoyed a better general standard of living than most continental states, life 
was, for the immense majority of people, full of despair and misery.3 And 
those who had more than enough to eat were not necessarily healthy as a 
result; they consumed excessive amounts of meat and other rich foods, little 
or no fibre and few vegetables or greens. Gout, chronic constipation and 
other such pleasantries became their bane. Infant mortality and death by 
childbirth, which are great tragedies in modern developed societies, were 
normal events. They struck the rich and the poor with the same unforgiving 
harshness.

Physical violence in all its manifestations, therefore, has to be seen as an 
extension of the upheaval of daily life, of the cruelties and uncertainties of 
human existence. These were, of course, somewhat ameliorated by the fes-
tivities described in the previous chapters, by the comforts of religion, and 
by the constructions of imperial glory. There could be joy – as was the case 
for Sancho Panza and Don Quixote – in a piece of bread, a chunk of cheese, 
and a patch of grass beneath the stars in which to sleep after having been 
run over by a flock of goats and sheep.4 Such amelioration however was no 
security for the downtrodden; violence for them lurked behind every tree 
and corner.
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Official violence: civil strife

The chronicles as well as the ordinances of the different cortes or corts 
(parliaments or regional assemblies) in fifteenth-century Castile and in the 
Crown of Aragon read like extensive catalogues of official violence. They 
report, in vivid language, the mighty conflicts of the age and the unceasing 
strife of the Crown against a rapacious nobility. They also tell the story of 
internecine warfare among nobles, describing the march of lordly armies 
up and down the dusty roads of the peninsula. My purpose here, however, 
is not to relate the history of these political conflicts. In the introductory 
chapter, I have already outlined the course of political life in late medieval 
and early modern Spain. At present, I wish to examine specific instances of 
these violent encounters and show how the essentially political and social 
conflicts of the mighty functioned as venues for social negotiation.

Most of the civil strife that will be discussed in this section occurred 
mainly because of competition for political power and financial resources. 
It often led to armed conflict but also to a great deal of propaganda and 
justification, as the contending parties sought to legitimate their ambitions. 
Narratives of armed engagements seldom linger on the havoc such battles 
wreaked on the population as a whole, on the lives of peasants and urban 
dwellers. We often must read between the lines or mine a scant literature of 
protest to gauge the impact of civil warfare or to learn how the weak were 
forcefully conscripted (though sometimes they enlisted freely) into noble 
armies, or were assaulted and destroyed.

The civil wars of the reigns of John II (1406–54) and Henry IV (1454–74), 
and the ones waged in the early years of the reign of the Catholic Monarchs; 
the systemic strife in the Crown of Aragon throughout most of the fifteenth 
century; and the internecine struggles of noble bands in both kingdoms dur-
ing this period generally comprised pitched battles between knightly hosts, 
but, more often than not, they were wars of attrition in which one side 
attacked the vassals of the other side. In Spain this meant the dependent 
peasants; and waging war meant robbing their animals and goods, burn-
ing their properties, raping their women, conscripting their sons or holding 
them for ransom. These are precisely the charges that peasants and urban 
dwellers of Galicia lodged against their lords and that we will examine in 
detail in the next chapter.

Violence against peasants: the cases of Ribafrecha and Leza

Let me begin with a vignette from a period before 1400, which reflects many 
of the issues I wish to explore at length here. The fourteenth century had 
also known its share of royal minorities (with the usual fighting among the 
great nobility for control of the regency) and civil wars. As in the fifteenth 
century, the absence of a stable central authority opened the floodgates to 
untold violence. In the face of reduced resources, the habitual solution in 
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the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was to squeeze harder on 
those below and to extract more income from people less and less capa-
ble of paying. This scramble for money and power, which was driven by 
a decline in income and population stemming from the late medieval crisis 
(climatic change, pestilence, noble violence), threw different social classes 
into abnormal relationships. When the nobility victimised its own peasants 
or peasants in general, it broke the ideal principles of the medieval social 
order. The defenders of society (knights, nobles, the king himself) were duty-
bound to protect those who worked and prayed. In return, they were ceded 
the land’s surplus to maintain their warrior lives and noble status. This 
divinely sanctioned contract was breached when violence erupted among 
those on top (especially since it was always manifested by violence against 
those below). But while violence may have helped the elite to defend their 
privileges, it also created spaces wherein certain groups were able to exer-
cise roles beyond those prescribed by the official tripartite order. I am not 
saying anything particularly profound here. Simply, violence functioned as 
a catalyst for the breakdown of idealised social strata and introduced more 
complex and realistic ways for groups to negotiate and interact.

This is the story of a few small rural communities in the area of the Rioja 
(north-central Spain) in the first half of the fourteenth century. Most of these 
villages were under the lordship of Santa María la Real de Nájera, a pow-
erful but besieged monastery in the decades of the 1320s and 1330s. The 
region was battered by civil unrest, in the aftermath of the high nobility’s 
struggles to control the regency of the young king Alfonso XI (1312–50). 
Bad weather affected crops, causing a sharp demographic and economic 
downturn. The monastery’s acerbic relations with the municipal council of 
Nájera did not help matters either.5

Conditions became so critical that the Crown agreed to lower the tax-
assessment of several of the villages  – that is, the contributions peasants 
owed the royal fisc in addition to the many dues they owed the ecclesiasti-
cal lord – in view of the growing (noble) violence and devastation. In some 
cases, entire villages, the village of Ventosa among them, ‘became deserted, 
their fields gone to waste, its inhabitants having fled to Navarre’.6 Consider-
ing our stereotypes of medieval peasants and their static relations with their 
masters, this was pretty radical. Abandoning an ancestral village en masse in 
the late Middle Ages or in the early modern period was a deed of last resort. 
These peasants (all fifty or so of them) just picked up their tools, cattle and 
personal goods and migrated to another kingdom. We do not know what 
their subsequent lives were like, but one expects that in Navarre they found 
a far more stable political scenario and a lord capable of protecting them 
from the depredations of other lords.

The peasants of Ventosa succeeded in resisting noble violence by fleeing 
and by removing themselves and their work from a tormented area. These 
peasants had agency and met the scourge and rapacity of noble violence as 
well as ruinous economic conditions with a communal act of defiance. Their 
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counterparts in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, faced with a differ-
ent kind of violence (fiscal abuse and military conscription), also opted for 
the road. Emptying out the Castilian countryside, they fled to the cities, to 
the peripheries of the empire and to America.

Not all peasants fled, however. Between the early decades and the mid-
point of the fourteenth century, numerous villages entered into defence 
agreements with their lords. Surviving sources show how entire village pop-
ulations – often listed by name and occupation – came together to build 
ramparts around the perimeter of their communities and strong houses with 
iron-locked wooden gates. These rather elaborate barricades, built to con-
tain rebellious nobleman and their retainers, were put up, watched over and 
paid for by the peasants themselves. Violence thus served as a context for 
negotiations between lords and their peasants.

Walls and keeps erected against rural violence, however, often yielded out-
comes opposite to their original intent. They deterred some noblemen, but 
others viewed fortified villages as opportune strongholds from which to ter-
rorise the countryside. Such was the case of Ribafrecha, the village that was 
sacked in late 1315 or early 1316 by John Ferrández de Bezla, a rebellious 
magnate seeking to carve out an estate for himself amid the civil anarchy 
of the realm. John Ferrández de Bezla and his men burned the village, stole 
all the movable property and cattle and destroyed the crops and gardens. 
When order in the region was somewhat restored by another magnate, John 
Alfonso de Haro, and the municipal militia of the nearby town of Logroño, 
the peasants had no choice but to move elsewhere. There was nothing to 
return to. In April 1316, the long-suffering peasants of Ribafrecha founded 
a new village, Oriemo, away from the desolation of Ribafrecha. They chose, 
perhaps unwisely, to build yet another wall around the village.

The question must be asked: what makes this violence ‘official’? The 
answer is: not much. But one must remember that all of these actions were 
carried out on either side with innumerable claims to legality and to the 
well-ordering of the realm. Violence was, in fact, a political and social dis-
course. What is most interesting about these vignettes is the widening circle 
of those pulled into the maelstrom of violence: peasants, ecclesiastic lords, 
the high nobility and their retinues, the Crown, urban dwellers. This was 
most obvious in the case of Leza, a small village, also under the lordship 
of the monastery of Santa María la Real de Nájera, that was forcefully 
appropriated by Don John Alfonso de Haro. We have already met the count 
of Haro, who, two decades earlier, had acted in the name of the king as a 
defender of order; now, in 1334, he had become a usurper.

After the militia of Logroño (de Haro’s former allies in the struggle 
against John Ferrández de Bezla) successfully campaigned to restore Leza to 
its rightful owner, Don Loys, prior of Santa María de Nájera, the entire male 
population of Logroño (the vecinos or citizens, i.e., the property holders 
and taxpayers of the town) gathered in the town’s cemetery on 6 May 1334 
to decide under what terms to support that measure. Numerous conditions 
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were imposed on the monastery to ensure its ability to defend the village and 
its peasants from further noble attacks.7

The civil wars of the fifteenth century, in both the Crowns of Aragon 
and Castile, were the background to incidents similar to those occurring in 
the fourteenth century. With some alterations in the cast of characters and 
forms of violence, different social orders were drawn into close and perilous 
relations. The discourse of these relations may not have been as colourful as 
that of the festivals described in the previous chapters, but it was as signifi-
cant. In these encounters meaning was conveyed through the grim tools of 
war and devastation. But the process was one and the same: like festivals, 
violence opened the door to new kinds of social interaction and, in many 
cases, to aggressive negotiations of power, prestige and survival among dis-
tinct social orders, religious groups and individuals.

The burdens of violence

Even as order began to be somewhat restored in the late fifteenth century, 
the conflicts of the mighty continued to impinge painfully on all social 
classes. We can follow the impact of the war between the armies of the 
Catholic Monarchs, on the one hand, and the alliance of Portuguese troops 
and disaffected Castilian noble allies, on the other, through a series of royal 
letters written by the queen and king to the municipal authorities in Avila. 
During the last stages of the war, in the late 1470s, the city of Avila was 
drawn forcefully and painfully into the fray. This meant mobilising a great 
deal of its population and tapping into its financial resources to pay for the 
additional costs of war.

On 7 February 1475, the Catholic Monarchs summoned two representa-
tives of the city to attend a meeting of the Castilian cortes at Segovia. The 
main purpose of the gathering was to recognise the newly born Infanta Isa-
bel as heir to the throne, but the first issue addressed by the royal summons 
was that of violence. The vivid language of the royal chancery deserves to be 
heard, for it resonates with the anarchy and despair of the times.

It is well known how, for some time now, there has been great dis-
order, corruption [and misconduct] among people of all social orders, 
as they engage in the vices and crimes of disobedience [to the crown], 
tyranny . . . carrying out many thefts and highway robberies, rebellion,  
sedition, factional wars [that cause] the death of many men and many 
other evils and damages. As a result many have changed and usurped 
their manner of living [that is, live outside their own natural social 
order] and live in a manner alien to themselves.8

Perceiving that a corrosive violence was destroying the harmony of the 
social order, pitting one group against another, disrupting the realm, and – 
far more threatening – encouraging people to usurp the social prerogatives 
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of those above them, the Catholic Monarchs ordered Avila and other Castil-
ian and Leonese cities to send procurators to Segovia to discuss measures 
that would restore order.

These were not idle words or formulaic language. Just over two months 
afterwards, on 10 April 1475, Ferdinand and Isabella requested that Avila, 
Salamanca and other cities of the realm refuse to supply the nobles who 
had risen up in arms in Plasencia. Among these nobles were Don Alvaro de 
Zúñiga, the marquis de Villena and the master of the Military Order of San-
tiago, one of the most powerful men in the land. The Catholic Monarchs’ 
letter to Avila and other cities was more than a simple request, for it ordered 
the confiscation of all goods intercepted on their way to the rebels, and the 
imprisonment of those engaged in such activities and, eventually, the penalty 
of death.9

A month later, on 16 May 1475, Ferdinand ordered every man in Avila 
over the age of eighteen and below the age of sixty, ‘those on horse and on 
foot’, to join him, with all their weapons, in resisting an invasion from Por-
tugal. I doubt very much that all the men of Avila rallied to the king’s aid; 
but, in all likelihood, a good number of the city’s militia marched out to join 
the royal contingents, and Avíla was duly rewarded for its efforts. A month 
afterward, when Isabella visited the city for her first visit as a queen – in 
what was, to the relief of Avila, a very subdued royal entry – she pledged to 
honour all the privileges of the city.10

But Avila and its citizens were not released from the exigencies of violence 
and warfare. The Catholic Monarchs kept up a steady stream of requests for 
supplies, new taxes and men to carry on the war against Portugal. Once the 
affairs of Portugal were settled, requests for contributions to the campaigns 
against Granada began to pour in, and new restrictions were imposed on 
the city’s autonomy. The men of Avila were commanded to guard the moun-
tain passes near the city and to prevent rebellious noblemen from escap-
ing the royal armies. These demands, while illustrating the shifting political 
relations between the Crown and urban centres in Castile during the late 
fifteenth century, point to the travails that open warfare and civil unrest 
enforced upon all social groups.

As I have indicated, the diverse social orders were so intimately linked 
that little occurred in the realms that did not affect the population as a 
whole, even if events affected each social order differently. When the urban 
militia was called to arms, it included proud urban knights who, for all 
practical purposes, were nobles. But the militia was also made up of peones, 
footmen, the petit-bourgeois and taxpaying, well-to-do artisans and local 
farmers. Two hundred men of Avila’s militia, a sizeable contingent consid-
ering the city’s population, saw action in the Granada wars. The bishop of 
the city and a staunch supporter of Isabella, Don Alfonso de Fonseca, was 
granted the temporary lordship of the city. A new and elaborate tax-assess-
ment (repartimiento) was to be collected from the city and villages of the 
land of Avila. The brunt of the contributions to the Catholic Monarchs fell 
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most heavily on the peasants, who not only paid heavy subsidies they could 
ill afford but also gave their lives guarding mountain passes.

War between the Spanish kingdoms

One important category that I have failed to note is the constant warfare 
between the different kingdoms found in late medieval Iberia. Throughout 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the kingdoms of Castile, Granada, the 
Crown of Aragon (itself composed of the Kingdom of Aragon, the County 
[later Principality] of Catalonia and the Kingdom of Valencia), Portugal 
and the Kingdom of Navarre engaged in frequent warfare. Most of the time 
this consisted of border skirmishes and raids, though sometimes, as was the 
case in the war against Granada, 1480–1492, this demanded great effort. 
As much conflicts between kingdoms as internal family feuds, these wars 
came to an end, more or less, after the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella, 
the defeat of Granada in 1492 and the annexation of Navarre. Internal 
conflicts, with the exception of the revolt of the Alpujarras in 1568, almost 
disappeared, as Spanish efforts turned to conflict in Europe, North Africa 
and the New World. There is another notable exception and that is the case 
of the revolt of the Catalans in 1640. It amounted to a civil war, in which 
parts of the country sought to secede from the Spanish monarchy.

Castile and Aragon: the revolt of the Catalans in 1640

In an earlier chapter, providing a short summary of political developments 
in late medieval and early modern Spain, I have already mentioned the prob-
lems of 1640. While they were political in nature, they also unleashed social 
conflicts that reverberated in centuries to come. The Crown of Aragon had 
a long history of conflicts with Castile. After the Catholic Monarchs came 
to the throne, they focused their efforts in reforming Castile and restoring 
order to the realm. The Crown of Aragon, always jealous of its ancient 
liberties, was neglected. By the sixteenth century, Castile, now with a new 
capital in Madrid after 1561, became hegemonic within the peninsula. The 
Crown of Aragon did not contribute a great deal to the joint efforts of the 
Spanish monarchy, but then it was fairly left to its own devices. Banditry, 
religious violence (as shall be seen below) became part and parcel of life in 
the eastern kingdoms. Zaragoza and the Kingdom of Aragon exploded into 
violence in 1592, overtly over a question of legal jurisdiction and political 
autonomy, but also as a release of pent-up social grievances. More was to 
come.

Sir John H. Elliott’s path-breaking book, The Revolt of the Catalan: 
A  Study in the Decline of Spain 1598–1640 (1963, paperback edition 
1984), and his monumental study, The Count-Duke of Olivares. The States-
men in an Age of Decline (1986), trace the long and difficult role that led to 
open warfare in 1640. Here, I can only provide the most succinct account 
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of complex political developments that were at the very heart of Spain’s 
spiral into disaster. The impact of these developments would help shape 
the political imaginary of Spain for centuries to come and into the present. 
From Philip II’s death in 1598, relations between Madrid and the Crown 
of Aragon deteriorated. It is not as if this was something new. Antagonisms 
have been brewing for years, and Philip II’s long sojourn into the lands of 
the Crown of Aragon in 1585–86 to secure the recognition of his young 
son as heir to the composite Spanish monarchy were punctuated (as I have 
shown in A King Travels) by slights and purposeful neglect from urban 
officials in Zaragoza, Barcelona, Monzón and Valencia. Triggered by Oli-
vares’s attempts at reforming – his projected Union of Arms – the Spanish 
realms and to have different regions of the country contribute to the Span-
ish entanglements in Central Europe and the Low Countries, by his order 
for Castilian armies (consisting of large number of foreigners) to be billeted 
in Catalonia, as well as by the war against France that was now fought on 
the Catalan border, Barcelona, other Catalan urban centres and even small 
towns on the Catalonian countryside rose up in arms against what was per-
ceived as unwanted interference from Madrid and the Spanish Crown and 
the presence of hostile armies. The open conflict led to secession in 1640, a 
half-hearted attempt to join France, and the humiliating return into the fold 
of Spanish rule.

While we know the general outline of the 1640 revolt, what concern me 
here are the social conflicts that the struggle for independence unleashed. 
Church and rebels saw their struggle as an assertion of Catalan independ-
ence. Yet, the social consequences were unavoidable. In Barcelona, Vic, and 
other towns prisons were emptied out and lawlessness (Elliott describes it 
as ‘anarchy’) prevailed. In many respects, the events of 1640 unleashed the 
same kind of social unrest and popular revolt generated by the Germanias 
and similar movements in Barcelona and Valencia in 1521. That is, ‘official 
violence’ or, in this case, civil war provided the setting for the articulation 
of social grievances that exploded into acts of violence, criminal activities, 
sacking the houses of the powerful and other violations of the public order. 
The revolt of the Catalans threatened the stability of the realm, but it also 
became, as has been the case in 1521, a matter of grave concern for those 
who ruled. This is why the Council of Aragon requested from the Madrid 
authorities to take tougher measures against the rebels. As we have seen, 
the events of Catalonia (as well as the secession of Portugal the same year) 
drove Olivares into madness; Philip IV into an early grave and Spain into 
a steep decline that signalled its demise as a hegemonic power in Europe.

An even more tragic denouement was still in the future. When the Bour-
bons finally established their rule in Spain after the war of Spanish Succes-
sion, their first order of business was to unify the kingdom and to sweep 
away all the autonomic claims. Barcelona was captured in 1714. Rebellion 
was dealt with harshly in what would later on become an iconic moment 
for Catalan and Barcelona’s political imaginary. The New Planta Decrees in 
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1716 abolished the Catalan ‘constitution’ and all of the Crown of Aragon’s 
vaunted liberties. Spain was now to be under a centralised monarchy in 
the French style. A few decades afterwards, Catalan, the national language, 
was also forbidden. These battles are still fought today, as the region tilts 
between its commitment to be part of Spain or to be independent.

Literary representations of violence

The civil wars that plagued the Spanish kingdoms (Christian and Muslim 
alike) in the late fifteenth century were vividly depicted in the chronicles of 
the period. Civil disturbances and systemic violence also generated a whole 
literature of protest. Both a reaction to the violence and a critique of exist-
ing social conditions, this literature of protest articulated deep grievances 
against the breakdown of civil authority. Paradoxically, the most vehement 
critics of noble abuse were themselves members of the ruling groups per-
petrating most of the violence. In a sense, a great deal of the satirical and 
critical poetry of fifteenth-century Castile and, to a lesser extent, the Crown 
of Aragon was issued from within the ranks of the nobility. Many of the 
authors belonged to its highest echelons or, as was probably the case with 
the author of Las coplas de la panadera (The couplets of the baker woman), 
had established ties to the political life and social patronage of the court.

These poems, written in the common language of the people, had many 
repeated refrains; they were thus easy to remember and to transmit orally. 
Most of them contained bitter attacks against the higher orders: against the 
greed, violence and concupiscence of the clergy and the nobility. The some-
what morbid spirituality and melancholic feeling of the age often animated 
this type of social critique, quite common in late medieval Europe. None-
theless, in Castile and in the rest of Spain, this literature addressed prob-
lems that were specific to the Iberian realms: the presence of large religious 
minorities and the fratricidal wars of the fifteenth century, particularly their 
impact on the lower social orders.

An early example of this kind of critical literature is the General Dance of 
Death (La dança general de la muerte). Although its European provenance 
is traced to the decade after the onslaught of the Black Death (1348), inter-
nal evidence in the Castilian version has allowed scholars to date it to the 
early fifteenth century.11 In the poem all the orders of society – an entire 
catalogue of social types: young and old, rich and poor, male and female, 
urban and rural – are summoned to dance in front of Death. All, the power-
ful in particular, are exhorted to repent and to contemplate the coming of 
death. Popes, emperors (kings), cardinals, archbishops, high nobles, patri-
archs, rich merchants, doctors and usurers are accused of greed, gluttony, 
excessive displays and taxing believers and subjects beyond measure. All 
who have lived in the pursuit of wealth will be punished in Hell. Only the 
humble peasant, ‘who never took his hand from the plough, as he worked 
the lands of others. . . who eats bacon and sometimes mutton. . . and whose 
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life is work and effort’, and the good monk, are permitted to enjoy the bless-
ings of Heaven after death.12

The cast of characters, which includes a rabbi and a Muslim alfaquí (a 
Muslim religious official), represents a complete gallery of Spanish late-
medieval types. But even though the rabbi and the alfaquí receive no heav-
enly rewards, they are spared the bitter condemnations that are aimed at 
the upper classes and the impious mendicants. Thus, the Dança general de 
la muerte places the marginalised and the poor on one side and those who 
victimised them on the other. Poverty and hard work, as instantiated by the 
figures of the peasant and the pious monk, stand out as quintessential Chris-
tian virtues against the unchristian violence of those on top.

This point is reiterated in Ruy Páez de Ribera’s poem dedicated to Queen 
Catalina (1373–1418) in the early fifteenth century.13 The poem bemoans 
the conflict among the great noble houses, the neglect of the land and its 
people during the wars of reconquest against Granada, and the waste of 
lives and energy in the fratricidal wars plaguing Castile. In it, most of the 
great noble lineages are deemed ‘not worth a fig’, and unbridled noble vio-
lence and factional struggles wear down the peasants who are oppressed by 
the nobles and knights whose very duty it is to protect them, pressed hard 
by rent-collectors and forced to sell their own clothes. Moreover, many fijos-
dalgo (petty-nobility) find themselves mired in conditions similar to those of 
the peasants: ‘lost and abandoned [desechados]’ by the breakdown of civil 
order.14

In the same vein, the anonymous Coplas de la panadera – attributed to 
Juan de Mena, a courtly poet, and imitated and reproduced in Catalonia, 
where the political scenario mirrored that of Castile – tells the story of the 
battle of Olmedo (1445), an important military engagement between John 
II of Castile and his constable, Alvaro de Luna, on the one hand, and the 
Infantes of Aragon and the rebellious nobility on the other. Told from the 
viewpoint of a woman baker (almost all bakers were women in late medi-
eval Castile) and using salty and scatological metaphors, the Coplas mocks 
the fatuous exhibitionism of war-mongering nobles and ecclesiastics and 
denounces their cowardice and obvious renunciation of Christian and chiv-
alrous virtues. Caught in the middle of noble strife, the peasants – who are 
also represented as cowardly and vile – flee a violence that is incomprehen-
sible to them.15

In a far more poignant poem, Coplas de Mingo Revulgo, Fray Iñigo de 
Mendoza describes late fifteenth-century Castile under Henry IV as a place 
torn by civil war, famine and pestilence. Two sheep herders, Mingo Revulgo 
and Gil Arribato, discuss the affairs of the kingdom. They compare the 
rebellious barons who inflict violence on the people to wolves, and the peo-
ple to helpless flocks (of sheep): ‘I see the wolves coming in/and the flocks 
bleeding’. The latter have been left unprotected by a weak and incompetent 
king. The author, whose blood ties connected him to both the great noble 
family of the Mendozas and the great Converso clan of the Santamaría, ends 
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the Coplas de Mingo Revulgo with apocalyptic images of a war that ‘does 
not allow mothers and their children to lie quietly in their homes’. Civil war 
finds its way into the most hidden of places, bringing endless disturbances 
to the land.16

The tormented vision of much of the protest poetry and literature of 
the fifteenth century parallelled the ordinances of the cortes (Castilian or 
Aragonese) and the chronicles of the period. All of these sources evoked, or 
depicted in graphic language, the deeds of violence, the civil unrest, and the 
impact of violence on the rest of society. As shall be seen later, in Cervantes’s 
Don Quijote violence is a trope that animates the entire book: from violence 
against the Sorrowful Knight and his faithful companion, violence of Don 
Quixote towards others, state violence against its own citizens and village 
against village. The discourse of violence in Don Quijote is a powerful liter-
ary tool because, in the end, it rang true to those who read it.17

The Catholic Monarchs and systemic violence

In principle, the sixteenth century brought a restoration of order and a tam-
ing of the nobility, despite the uprisings of the Comuneros, Germanías and 
Moriscos (the Alpujarras rebellion). Traditional historiography has viewed 
the reign of the Catholic Monarchs as a watershed, not only because it 
reformed the government of Castile but also because it ended the cycle of vio-
lence that bedevilled the peninsular kingdoms throughout the fifteenth cen-
tury. During their reign, the internecine struggles of an unruly nobility were 
put down, and peace was restored. But recently historians have observed 
that, with or without royal sanctions, the systemic violence of those on top 
disrupted the idealised vision that had governed relations among the differ-
ent social orders. In a paradoxical sense, the curtailing of noble excesses, 
and the turning of nobles into servants of the Crown, opened the door to 
different kinds of conflict. Whereas in the fifteenth century noble violence 
constituted a struggle for control of the Crown, in the sixteenth it involved 
a resistance to the encroachments and excesses of a centralised monarchy.

In the diverse regions and motley constituencies of the Crown of Aragon, 
the reforms of the Catholic Monarchs did not curb the most wanton excesses 
of the nobility, as they had done in Castile. Ferdinand and Isabella concen-
trated their quite remarkable efforts in Castile and did not attempt – or did 
not attempt in real earnest – to deal with the complicated and unyielding 
constitutional arrangements of the Crown of Aragon. Their heirs, whether 
Charles I or Philip II, ruled from Castile and dealt with Aragonese, Valen-
cian or Catalan issues very gingerly. This was not a benign neglect, but 
a shrewd realisation of how limited their power was in dealing with the 
diverse social, institutional and political issues of the eastern kingdoms.

The price paid for the imbalance in royal authority between Castile and 
the Crown of Aragon was an onerous one. First, a diminished royal author-
ity in the kingdoms of the Crown of Aragon gave the high nobility a partial 
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free hand to carry on their traditional factional struggles. This, in turn, cre-
ated an atmosphere of violence that deeply affected the other social orders. 
Second, it allowed for violent private actions against unprotected minori-
ties, specifically against the Moriscos, a thing unimaginable in sixteenth-cen-
tury Castile. Third, it created a space for resistance to Castilian dominance 
and for challenges to royal authority. The best example of the latter is the 
Antonio Pérez affair.

Noble violence

We can briefly list some of the most salient examples of noble violence. In 
many respects, they represented a continuation of the appalling violence of 
the previous century that was contained but not extinguished by Ferdinand 
I’s victories in the 1480s. Despite half-hearted attempts by the viceroys to 
restore peace, personal vendettas, assassinations and open factional warfare 
were common in the three eastern realms. In Aragon, the vassals of the 
count of Ribagorza engaged in a bitter war against their lord in the 1580s. 
The conflict drew knights from as far away as Catalonia, who hired them-
selves out to one side or the other, and allowed for the looting and sacking 
of villages and other egregious behaviour. Reaching unprecedented levels, 
the violence at Ribagorza became paradigmatic of what could happen when 
quarrels surpassed the usual noble or family feuds.

Ribagorza, a great seigneurial estate, occupied a strategic position close 
to the troubled frontier with France. Its location made the upheaval a seri-
ous concern for the Crown; yet royal intervention was of little avail. The 
conflict involved more than two hundred villages and localities and drew 
nobles and peasants alike into its rapidly escalating violence. Charles I, 
with the support of most of the inhabitants of the region, had already 
made attempts late in his reign to absorb the lands of Ribagorza into the 
royal domain. This led to the start of a war, as royal efforts to gain legal 
redress in the cortes of Aragon were thwarted by the Aragonese love for 
their intractable constitutional liberties. The lord of Ribagorza, Don Mar-
tín de Gurrea, and later his son, Don Hernando, insisted on taking pos-
session of their title, and when faced with the resistance of their vassals, 
they hired the notorious bandit Lupercio Latrás to terrorise the region. 
Valentín Vázquez de Prada, in his excellent short summary of the violence 
in the region (which I follow faithfully in these pages), cites an eyewitness 
account of some of the violence. This eyewitness recounts how the merce-
nary bands of Latrás played ball (a kind of rugby or football) on Palm Sun-
day of 1588, using the heads of executed villagers to mark the boundaries 
of the playing field. This took place precisely in the year of the Armada, 
when the Spanish monarchy launched the largest fleet ever assembled in 
Christendom and mobilised very large armies indeed against England. Yet, 
the Crown could not restore peace on its northeastern frontier or prevent 
these kinds of abuses.18
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The violence in the region of Ribagorza lasted almost four decades and 
ended only when Philip II purchased the county from its murderous lord in 
what was essentially the paying of a substantial bribe for his capitulation. For 
forty years the peasants in Ribagorza had been the victims of open warfare, 
but, whether in Ribagorza or elsewhere, peasants were also drawn into the 
fray as combatants. Here one cannot make a clear-cut distinction between 
social orders on the basis of oppression and victimisation. Although those 
at the bottom were most often the victims of systemic violence, they also 
participated in it either in response to real or perceived threats by the power-
ful, or when coerced to do so by those above them, or when the opportunity 
for monetary gain or the pleasure of revenge proved irresistible. In addition, 
there was always – in Spain and elsewhere in Europe – a floating population 
of displaced peasants and the poor ready to make a living through illegal 
and violent means. In Catalonia, lordly strongholds became refuges for the 
disaffected, places from which noble-led gangs scourged the countryside 
and carried out attacks against other nobles and against the helpless civilian 
population.

The region of Urgel, like Ribagorza, lay close to the border with France 
and was thus sensitive territory for the Crown. Valentín Vázquez de Prada 
describes the violence in Urgel in the 1590s as a ‘veritable civil war’. The 
disturbances reached such a magnitude that the Crown had to send royal 
troops to lay siege to and destroy the castle of nobleman Joan Cadell in the 
village of Arséguel.19 The mayhem in Urgel mirrored the widespread general 
violence of the Catalonian principality, a violence that increased in virulence 
in the second half of the sixteenth century. It exploded into a true civil war 
in the middle of the next century.20

Valencia, though far more prosperous than the other two kingdoms of 
the Crown of Aragon, was also plagued by internecine struggles among the 
principal families of the region. In the 1550s, the Rocafull and the Masquetá 
families fought each other, forcing the viceroy to take the extreme measure 
of executing one of the contenders. Later in the decade, the Pardo de la 
Casta clan fought the Figuerola family in a protracted feud lasting over a 
decade. The violence spread, as more families entered the fray.

As a corollary to the disputes between noble families and the waves of 
violence sweeping over Valencia and its hinterland, nobles often engaged 
in criminal behaviour in the expectation of being granted immunity based 
on their exalted rank. This was the case of Don Juan Folch de Cardona, 
admiral of Aragon and marquis of Guadalest. This high-born nobleman and 
ranking official in Aragon kidnapped two nuns from the monastery of the 
Immaculate Conception in Valencia. Despite his rank, he was executed in 
1577 under orders of the viceroy.21

Noble violence eventually brought a reaction from the Crown and stern 
measures to contain these excesses. It was too late. The pervasive physical 
threat to the population at large and the psychological impact of entrenched 
conflict affected the social fabric of the Crown of Aragon and, by extension, 

 



The burdens of violence  193

that of Spain and its empire. The inability of the central authorities in 
Madrid to monopolise legal violence, to use Max Weber’s terms again, or 
to maintain full control of legal and public vengeance left individuals and 
specific social groups very much on their own. In their attempts to negoti-
ate peace with violent nobles or unruly bandits, to maintain order, and to 
preserve their lives and properties, these groups and individuals were con-
tinually thwarted by arbitrary and random violence. Illegal and unrestricted 
violence – very different from state violence, which was always somewhat 
predictable – functioned not just as a site for social interaction, as I have 
argued in preceding pages, but as a discourse, a language, that cut painfully 
across social boundaries.

Moriscos

In describing violence against the Moriscos in the sixteenth century, I do 
not wish to occlude religious violence against Jews, Conversos and Prot-
estants mostly carried out by urban popular groups or by the Inquisition 
from the late fourteenth century onwards. In a subsequent chapter on the 
social meaning of religion and culture, I will turn my attention to these top-
ics. Here I focus on Muslims who had converted nominally to Christianity 
and their tragic faith in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Religious 
animosity and violence was however deeply imbricated in the political struc-
tures of the diverse Spanish realms, on their level of centralization and state 
power. Thus, I present a few general remarks and specific case studies that 
may allow us a glimpse into the social conditions in which Moriscos lived 
and also died.

The somewhat limited role of the Crown in the eastern kingdoms (limited 
only in comparison to its fairly efficient rule in Castile) also allowed for 
violent relations between the Old Christian population and the Moriscos in 
the Crown of Aragon. In Granada, the uprising of the Alpujarras, which has 
been outlined in some detail in Chapter 1 and which will be reviewed again 
below, was a bitterly contested revolt by the Moriscos against what they 
rightly perceived as an occupying and oppressive power. In the Crown of 
Aragon conditions were different indeed. Foreign travellers crossing Aragon 
proper in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries noted again and again the 
many small villages along the way that were inhabited almost exclusively by 
Moriscos. From Antoine de Laligny in the early sixteenth century to Henry 
Cock, one of Philip II’s guards in his long voyage through the Crown of 
Aragon in 1585–86, to Cervantes’s description of Morisco villages on the 
banks of the Ebro River (near Zaragoza) in the early seventeenth century, 
travellers viewed Morisco life as a salient feature of the Aragonese land-
scape.22 Although they were repressed by lords who often exploited them 
mercilessly, the Moriscos devoted themselves to agriculture and thrived, 
much to the chagrin of their Christian rivals. Successful in resisting assimi-
lation, with large growing families (their fertility was often perceived as 
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an offence), and thrifty in their daily lives, the Moriscos became targets 
of popular hatred. Though nominally Christians, they practiced their own 
religion, Islam, openly, spoke Arabic, and dressed in fashions that set them 
apart from the rest of the population. If they survived at all in the Crown 
of Aragon, it was mainly because they generated a sizeable income for the 
nobles they served. The nobles, in turn, sought to protect their Morisco 
dependent population from the threat of royal sanctions, inquisitorial per-
secution and popular prejudice throughout most of the sixteenth century.

After the 1550s, however, the tide began to turn. Inklings of what was to 
come were already visible in the Germanías, the Valencian popular revolt 
of the 1520s (see next chapter), in which popular discontent was expressed 
through attacks on the Moriscos. The Alpujarras rebellion gave the Chris-
tian population a fright in its display of what Moriscos could do if pushed 
too far. The frequent attacks of Berber corsairs on the eastern shores of 
Spain (occurrences given particular prominence in the literature of the 
period), the real Ottoman threat and the Spanish military failures in North 
Africa increased the level of fear of Moriscos and the perception of them as 
the enemy within. Cervantes had no love for them; nonetheless he depicted 
a Morisco who was expelled from Spain after a long, peaceful and produc-
tive life in a village of La Mancha in rather positive terms. Yet, in the nar-
rative, Cervantes has Ricote, the Morisco, admit to the allegedly insidious 
and heretical character of most of his co-religionists.23 All of these elements 
created a volatile situation that was not limited to pejorative literary rep-
resentations or to popular hatred. Violence often erupted in extremely ugly 
fashion, both as part of the general context of violence and as manifestation 
of singular religious and racial (or what was defined as racial by contempo-
raries) intolerance.

Three years after Philip II made his triumphal entry into Zaragoza in 
1585, Moriscos were massacred in the village of Codo. Prompted by the 
alleged killing of a livestock owner in 1585, mountain people descended 
into the plains and killed close to seven hundred Moriscos. Supported by 
the bands of the infamous Lupercio Latrás, these mountain villagers also 
attacked and killed a large number of Moriscos in the village of Pina.24 The 
contemporary account of the violence at Pina reads almost like a newspaper 
report of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans two decades ago or of present day 
conflict in the Middle East between Suni and Shi’a. The same uncontrolled 
violence, the same fear and mistrust on both sides, are evident.

The case of Pina

Jerónimo de Blancas, chronicler of the kingdom of Aragon in the late six-
teenth century, provides a thorough account of the attacks on the Moriscos 
of Pina. In spite of his clearly expressed biases and hatreds, the Morisco vic-
tims are often described as ‘sad’; some of the followers of Latrás are indicted 
as ‘rabble’ (canalla). The attack on the Morisco community at Pina, a village 
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under royal jurisdiction on the outskirts of Zaragoza, took place within the 
context of the seigneurial strife in Ribagorza and the nefarious activities of 
the infamous Lupercio Latrás. What happened there?

In 1588, Lupercio Latrás, back from serving as infantry captain of the 
Spanish army in Sicily (where he had been sent with a pardon as a way 
of removing him from his criminal life in Aragon), returned to the region 
upon hearing the news that his lord, the count of Ribagorza, faced an open 
rebellion from his vassals. Arriving in Ribagorza with a troop of followers, 
Latrás marched south to relieve the lord of Pinilla, who was besieged in the 
castle of Benabarra, and to recruit soldiers for the conflict in Ribagorza. 
Caught in the animosity against the Moriscos, Latrás used them as con-
venient scapegoats to recruit the outlaws, the disaffected and the idle to his 
service.

Their first attack was carried out against Sástago, a village of almost three 
hundred Morisco households in the jurisdiction of the viceroy of Aragon. 
Sástago, reinforced by Moriscos from other localities in the region, put up 
a stiff resistance. Those who broke through the defences were swiftly killed 
or seized, and some of Latrás’s followers (also known as mountaineers) suf-
fered ‘strange cruelties’. De Blancas describes how one of the mountaineers 
was cut to pieces by the Moriscos, boiled (after his death) in oil, buried in 
the ground up to his waist, and kept as an object of derision. His narrative 
allows us to see a world in which more than a thousand Moriscos lived 
alongside a handful of Old Christians, and in which Moriscos were armed 
to the teeth and knew how to defend themselves.

Defeated at Sástago, Latrás and his gang turned to Pina. In Pina, a larger 
village of four hundred households, the Moriscos, constituting only a quarter 
of the population (around one hundred households), lived at one end of the 
town in a segregated neighbourhood called La Parroquía, which looked like 
a town in itself (‘parecían. . . pueblo de por si’). On 26 April 1588, Latrás’s 
troops, around four hundred infantrymen and twenty cavalry, attacked the 
town. With some support from the Old Christians in Pina, including those 
troops sent to protect the town and the Moriscos, the rebels turned their 
wanton attack on the Moriscos into a religious crusade. With cries of ‘long 
live the faith of Christ’ and ‘kill the Moors’, they burned Morisco houses 
(while many of their inhabitants were within), killing with ‘excessive cru-
elty’, looting, and raping. Latrás’s band scourged Pina, but the Moriscos 
who survived the initial attack fortified themselves in a few strong houses 
and held firm. Nonetheless, when a large number of Moriscos from Gelsa, a 
nearby town, were turned back from their aim of relieving those besieged at 
Pina, the doom of the defenders was at hand.

The chronicler, as noted earlier, renders a fairly sympathetic portrait of 
the Moriscos and their desperate fight against the superior force and cruelty 
of their enemies. In the end, after fierce resistance, some of the Moriscos 
escaped to Gelsa under the veil of darkness; others sought refuge in a nearby 
Franciscan monastery. The latter, however, found no safe haven there. 
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Latrás’s troops, joined by the Old Christians of Pina, came into the monas-
tery, killing some and taking the rest to the main square of the town. There 
‘babies had their heads smashed against the walls in front of their mothers’ 
and adults were cut to pieces, as the rabble tested their strength and accu-
racy with cutlasses. All of this took place just a few miles from Zaragoza, 
the capital of Aragon. But, of course, violence always breeds violence. A few 
months afterwards, on 21 October  1588, a company of Old Christians, 
including a monk, was set upon by a band of Moriscos on the road between 
Zaragoza and Calatayud – the same road Philip II had travelled in reverse 
for his royal entry in Zaragoza three years before. Seventeen of the Old 
Christian company were tortured, killed and their bodies mutilated near 
the inn of la Romera. The atrocities described in these sixteenth-century 
accounts are like the ones reported in Bosnia and Kosovo or in other parts 
of our troubled world.25

These, I  should add, were not isolated incidents but part of a pattern 
of collective and individual violence committed against Moriscos simply 
because they were different. In the United States and throughout the Western 
world, such actions, unfortunately on the rise and fueled by anti-immigrant 
sentiments, would be classified as ‘bias or hate crimes’. Here again, we wit-
ness the complicated ways in which violence cut across social boundaries. 
Attacks on Moriscos were sometimes sparked by popular animosity. On 
these occasions, the nobility, the social order most responsible for violence, 
was often found defending its Morisco peasants from a rampaging mob.

We should not idealise the Moriscos nor depict them solely as victims, 
although to a large extent that is what they were. We have seen in the above 
descriptions how they could defend themselves and even go on the offensive. 
Royal and viceroyal edicts from the second half of the sixteenth century – 
above all in the kingdom of Valencia, a heartland of Morisco life – forbade 
them to carry weapons. These edicts also specified which types of weapons 
mostly firearms – could not be owned by Moriscos or carried by them in 
public. In addition, the viceroyal ordinances imposed heavy fines and stiff 
penalties on those ignoring the ban. The frequency of these decrees and the 
urgency of their tone, however, suggest a world in which the Moriscos may 
not have been in open rebellion, but in which they were able to resist and, 
often through banditry and crime, go on the offensive against their Chris-
tian persecutors. But even though they did not resist always forcefully, the 
widespread belief among Christians was that the Moriscos constituted a 
clear and present danger.

In 1582, a royal decree to the city of Valencia prohibited recently con-
verted Moriscos from going to sea or fishing without an official licence under 
penalty of being condemned to the galleys and a fine of 50 ducats.26 That 
same year, those with lands near the sea could not work their fields without 
obtaining written permission from the justice, ‘bayle’, or juryman of their 
particular locality; they needed approval for their comings and goings to 
their own lands. Four years later, Philip II’s decree forbade Moriscos in the 
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Valencian region to move to the coast or to become vassals in coastal regions 
without prior royal authorization. In addition, they were forbidden to use 
their language (Arabic) or to give aid to the Moors (from North Africa).27

Clearly, the Spaniards, or at least the ruling groups, were convinced of the 
sinister ties among Moriscos, Turks and North African raiders. What these 
royal edicts did was to arouse popular misgivings and provoke violent acts, 
even faraway inland, with predictably deleterious effects. After the bloody 
revolt of the Alpujarras and the threat of Muslim corsairs, the growing cli-
mate of mistrust in Spain provided a licence for official and unofficial vio-
lence against the Moriscos and ushered in new forms of social negotiations, 
uneven and one-sided as they were, between the Christian majority and a 
persecuted religious minority. These measures ranged from decrees restrict-
ing Morisco movement and regulating their dress and language – though the 
Moriscos were in theory (if not always in practice) Christians – to spontane-
ous and savage physical attacks by Old Christians and likely retaliations by 
Moriscos.

In 1608, the Moriscos, accused of not having really converted to Christi-
anity, were blamed for a wave of crime in the Valencian region. They were 
charged with joining bands of armed men (the actual infraction was car-
rying flint rifles, pistols and other forbidden weapons) and with terroris-
ing the countryside. Lists of their names were posted. Eleven of them were 
condemned to death in absentia, and twenty-seven others were captured 
and tried for their crimes. A bounty of 50 pounds each was placed on their 
heads.28

In the next chapter, we will have the opportunity to examine ban-
ditry in greater detail. For the present, it is sufficient to note that in late  
sixteenth-century Valencia, and even after the expulsion of Moriscos in the 
early seventeenth century (for some obviously refused to depart), they were 
often branded as criminals and persecuted as such by the authorities. It is 
also clear from the documentation that they did not go quietly; nor did 
they suffer Christian violence, official or unofficial, patiently. Long after the 
expulsion, some Moriscos took to arms and remained in the countryside 
as bandits or as hidden witnesses to a vanishing world. The rich Morisco 
Ricote, in the second part of Don Quijote, who returns home disguised as 
a German pilgrim in search of his Christian wife, his daughter and his hid-
den treasure, could not have been just a fictional and isolated figure. The 
continuous presence of Moriscos – in the Alpujarras until the 1570s, and in 
Aragon and Valencia until the eve of the expulsion – generated social strife 
and uncertainty. It gave a unique character to the relations among different 
social and religious groups in Spain.

The Antonio Pérez affair

A great deal of the noble violence and popular disturbances experienced 
in the Crown of Aragon during the sixteenth century were linked to the 
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uneasy relationship between the central authorities in Castile (finally fixed 
in Madrid in the early1560s) and the eastern kingdoms. The latter, above 
all Aragon and Catalonia, jealously sought to preserve their autonomy 
against what they rightly perceived as an encroaching foreign power. Even 
if Madrid was quite diplomatic in its dealings with other parts of the realm, 
its policies and imperial demands, and the claims of the Inquisition (the 
only truly national institution, but firmly controlled by Castilian interests), 
made for certain trouble. Part of the trouble derived from the clear territo-
rial separation between the kingdoms, a separation that even Philip II did 
not dare challenge.

Henry Cock, in his narrative of the royal voyage and triumphal entrance 
into Zaragoza (discussed in the previous chapter), provides us with a dra-
matic description of the divide between one realm and the other and of 
the proud and stubborn manner in which the Aragonese reasserted their 
autonomy. The story is worth repeating. Upon reaching the boundary with 
Aragon, which was lined with stone landmarks (mojones), the royal cortège 
was received by the Justicia (or general ombudsman) of Aragon, and ‘all the 
officials [alcaldes, alguaciles, y toda la justicia] of Castile were forced to put 
their staffs of office on the ground, according to ancient custom, since it was 
another kingdom’. Philip II’s guards discharged their weapons into the air 
to mark the passing from one jurisdiction to another.29

This need to keep sharp distinctions between the different political juris-
dictions of fragmented Spain was the context of the crisis kindled by the 
Antonio Pérez affair. It led to violent antagonisms between Madrid and the 
Crown of Aragon, creating a climate of social upheaval and resistance. In 
short, the Antonio Pérez affair provided a focus around which to articu-
late opposition to the central authorities in Madrid. Antonio Pérez was the 
trusted secretary of Philip II and thus privy to the most secret decisions of 
the Spanish monarchy. In the late 1570s, Pérez, besides engaging in the illicit 
sales of public offices, entered into a conspiracy that resulted in the death 
of Escobedo, the secretary of Don Juan de Austria, the illegitimate son of 
Charles I and hence Philip II’s half-brother. Don Juan, the hero of the great 
naval victory at Lepanto, was an ambitious man, with a penchant for politi-
cal intrigues and for actions that could destabilise the monarchy. Whether 
with the king’s knowledge or not, Antonio Pérez ordered Escobedo’s assas-
sination. The latter had threatened to expose Pérez’s illegal transactions to 
the king. Taken prisoner in 1585 and tortured, Pérez confessed to his role 
in the murder, but claimed that he had had Escobedo killed by royal order. 
Condemned to death in 1590 on charges of lèse majesté, he escaped and 
sought refuge in Aragon, his birthplace.

With Pérez under the protection of the Justicia of Aragon, Philip II was 
forced to go through the Aragonese courts to bring him to justice. The Royal 
Audiencia of Aragon rebuffed the king’s Castilian councillors and refused to 
extradite Pérez to Castile. Having failed in the courts, Philip II had Antonio 
Pérez charged with heresy and sodomy by the Inquisition. Although the 
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Inquisition did bring to trial individuals guilty of these charges, sodomy, 
necromancy and heresy had long been a shorthand for dealing with those 
accused of political crimes. Now these charges were being invoked by the 
Inquisition to circumvent Aragonese resistance and the punctilious obser-
vance of its charters (fueros) and autonomy.

When in May 1591 Antonio Pérez was about to be transferred from the 
prison of the Justicia to that of the Inquisition, a popular revolt, in which 
members of the lower nobility and of the popular classes participated, pre-
vented Pérez’s surrender to the Inquisitorial authorities. In June of the same 
year, as the relocation of the prisoner was attempted again, but now under 
heavy guard, a far more serious revolt broke out. In the midst of all the 
disruptions, Antonio Pérez fled to a Protestant area of France (the Bearn), 
escaping altogether Philip II’s justice. These acts of popular resistance led to 
the sending of a large contingent of royal (Castilian) troops to Zaragoza, to 
the putting down of a half-hearted Aragonese uprising, and to the execution 
of some of the leaders of the revolt, among them the Justicia of Aragon, Don 
Juan de Lanuza, in December 1591.30

As in other early examples, although expressions of ‘national’ loyalty, 
resistance to royal authority, and violent actions were undertaken mainly 
by the powerful in Aragon to protect their own interests and prerogatives, 
they nevertheless stirred up the passions of all members of society. Then, 
as today, social and political communities endured by defining themselves 
against other communities. In Aragon, the love of country and regional 
pride brought social groups together in opposition to a real or perceived 
foreign threat. These sentiments and passions – the engines of exclusion that 
conjure nations into being – could often be marshalled by those on top to 
mobilise the lower social orders, even the Church, in defence of the moth-
erland. This is a recurring historical phenomenon. It should not surprise us 
that what today we call patriotism and nationalism thrived under differ-
ent forms in the late Middle Ages and early modern period, and that these 
fiery commitments served to bind or pit different social groups in politi-
cal and military endeavours that spanned across geographical and political 
boundaries.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have gone from looking at festivals as sites for social inter-
action to looking at violence as occasions for periodic intergroup exchanges. 
My aim has been to provide a rough typology of violence in late medieval 
and early modern Spain, with a special focus on what I have described as 
official violence: that is, violence from above that was often sanctioned by 
the law or articulated as conflict among the upper classes. Through a series 
of vignettes, I have shown how lower social groups were drawn into the 
conflicts of the nobility, the Crown and middling sorts. The price for their 
involvement, whether voluntary or not, was always heavy. The plight of the 
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poor and the excesses of the nobility reverberated in the literature of the 
period, as writers, turned social critics, deplored the widespread violence.

Certain types of violence, mostly in Aragon and Catalonia, must also be 
regarded as parts of regional or national conflicts, through which local elites 
resisted the intrusion of centralised power from Madrid (and the Inquisi-
tion). In their violent opposition to royal authority, local elites frequently 
appealed to ancient privileges and laws as a bulwark against Castilian and 
Habsburg ambitions.

A subset of these types of regional uprisings and waves of violence was 
the systematic attacks on the Moriscos. As in the case of anti-Converso riots, 
the attacks on the Moriscos could be read in a variety of ways: as religious 
antagonism, as resistance to certain lords (seen as protectors, and exploiters, 
of the Moriscos), or as yet another expression of interclass conflict. Whatever 
the interpretation, the numerous large-scale massacres of Moriscos signalled 
the extent to which violence pervaded all social orders in Spanish society.
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8	� Resisting violence
The wrath of the poor

In the previous chapter, we looked at acts of violence that were fully, partially 
or purportedly sanctioned by the law; for the sake of convenience, I have 
called such acts official violence. Here I wish to turn my attention to vio-
lence that operated below the bar of legal sanctions: the unofficial versions. 
As pointed out earlier, these terms, official and unofficial, are organising 
devices, not exclusive categories. As taxonomies of violence and resistance, 
they allow us to examine social eruptions and gauge how social relations 
were negotiated and fought over. Bearing in mind that all forms of violence 
invoke legal, religious or moral principles to justify destructive actions, and 
that social disturbances are multivalent, boundary-shifting events that defy 
simple explanations, let us revisit the waves of violence against Jews from 
the middle of the thirteenth century onwards until 1391 and the attacks, 
mainly in Toledo, Jaen and elsewhere, against Conversos in the 1440s and 
1460s.

From 1391 onwards, acts of extreme violence were committed in many 
cities and towns of Spain with the implicit, and sometimes explicit, impri-
matur of ecclesiastical authorities. In some cases, as in Seville in 1391, the 
violence was fuelled by the incendiary preachings of a churchman (Ferrán 
Martínez de Ecija). Even though the Crown sought to put a stop to the 
attacks against the Jews (and against Conversos in the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury), those engaged in violent and criminal behaviour did so confident that 
their actions had divine sanction – in their minds, they were doing God’s 
work with the support, or at least the acquiescence (though not always and 
not everywhere), of local ecclesiastical and civil authorities. At the same 
time, violence against Jews and Conversos were also deeply rooted in social 
conflict. In their assault on royal power, the urban noble factions worked 
on the pent-up fears and rancour of their bourgeois and proletarian allies to 
settle scores and vie for power.1 An example of this occurred in Jaén, where 
nobles opposed to Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, the ruler of the city, used 
anti-Converso violence to thwart and eventually kill him.

One could go on peeling away the layered meanings of such events, but 
the point has been made: all social encounters, whether stately festivals or 
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mass riots, served as cultural artefacts to define power relations between 
and within groups, and among individuals. In this chapter I will focus on the 
other side of the social equation to show how those in the lower echelons 
resisted power and sought to empower themselves as a social group.

In examining the weapons of the weak (to paraphrase James Scott’s 
insightful phrase2), the tendency has been to idealise resistance from below 
and to depict it and its standard-bearers in heroic terms.3 Though my sym-
pathies lie with the resisters and their causes, I recognise that savagery and 
treachery have never been the monopoly of any particular class or group. 
A great deal of the violence can be attributed to those who held the greater 
share of power among the groups in contention. But abusive power prac-
tices infiltrated all social niches, often turning victims into victimizers; and 
oppressive power relations (to follow Foucault somewhat freely) regulated 
even the structure of family, regardless of social filiation. What then can 
be said about forms of resistance from below? How can one explain the 
illegal or unofficial violence that threatened the social order and sought, 
in one form or another, to transform the political, economic and social 
status quo?

Throughout the three hundred years under consideration, there were 
important explosions of popular discontent against authority. They ranged 
from large-scale regional risings to smaller, localised acts of violence and 
resistance. Acts of banditry and piracy pervaded Spain along the shoreline, 
but even more so in the South and in the eastern kingdoms; they were, in 
part, forms of protest against existing conditions. As segments of the popu-
lation lapsed into waves of crime and revenge, the bandit emerged as a hero 
and an enemy of the wealthy in the popular imagination as well as in reality; 
over the course of two centuries, he became a stock figure in Golden Age 
and Romantic literature.

Other forms of resistance included individual or communal refusals to 
pay taxes or lordly dues, resistance to or evasion of conscription, desertion 
from the army, and similar deeds that may not have threatened the stability 
of the state but nevertheless thwarted and slowed it down. Let us not be 
too optimistic about the success of these forms of resistance, however. No 
matter how numerous the uprisings or how ingrained the resistance, the 
basic structure of the ancien régime in Spain and elsewhere was not altered. 
As Lawrence Stone once observed, radical change from below, in pre-rev-
olutionary Europe, took place only when those who ruled were divided. 
The inversion of social order, if it ever occurred, lasted only until the ruling 
classes settled their differences and re-established control. Only at the onset 
of modernity  – with a transformed European economy, industrialization, 
and compulsory primary education in the West – could some space be cre-
ated for social change. And even then, as we can easily see all around us, the 
social orders – the two great families described by Sancho Panza, those who 
have and those who have not – remained pretty much an unchanged reality.
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In late medieval and early modern Spain, there were several categories of 
resistance movements. For expediency’s sake, we may list them as follows:

1)	 regional armed uprisings against the state, lords, social conditions and/
or the dominant religion;

2)	 local armed uprisings against specific local lords or specific local social 
conditions;

3)	 banditry, piracy and other forms of organised criminal behaviour;
4)	 individual and communal actions against constituted power: slow-

downs in the performance of duties, refusals or delays in paying taxes 
or seigneurial dues and resistance to conscription.

Regional armed risings

Between 1400 and 1600, Spain witnessed significant armed risings against 
constituted authority. In earlier chapters I have mentioned some of these 
events, but it may be useful to list them again in chronological order. 
These risings included the long war fought by the servile population of 
Old Catalonia against their lords in the fifteenth century: the war of the 
remenças that ended servitude in the region by 1486. In Galicia, the far-
off region in northwestern Spain, widespread uprisings also occurred. 
Contemporary with the war of the remenças, the Galician revolt of the 
so-called Irmandiños (literally, little brothers; in reality, the members of a 
hermandad or league of peasants, plus urban dwellers and representatives 
of other social groups) was not as successful as its eastern counterpart. 
Nonetheless, for a few years the Irmandiños struck terror in the hearts of 
their oppressors.

In the early sixteenth century, two significant armed risings took place. 
The first was the war of the Comunidades (Comuneros) in Castile in 1520–
21. This was the armed resistance of certain Castilian cities – that is, of the 
urban ruling elites and their allies – against the young king Charles I and 
his foreign advisers. In the east, an analogue to the Comunero rising swept 
through Valencia between 1519 and 1523. In addition, there were two 
Morisco uprisings in the Granada region. The first was short-lived; it took 
place between 1499 and 1501. The second and far more serious one, the 
revolt of the Alpujarras, occurred between 1568 and 1570, though exiles 
and reprisals extended the unrest far beyond two years. Toward the end of 
the sixteenth century, the Aragonese revolt (1591–92) brought to an end 
these widespread forms of violence and resistance in Aragon. The seven-
teenth century, however, suffered, as has already been seen, such large-scale 
social upheavals (in Catalonia, Portugal and Andalusia in 1640) that for a 
while they threatened to undermine the unity and survival of Spain.4

Writing the social history of these rebellions is not an easy task. Basic nar-
ratives of these events and analyses of their political consequences abound, 
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but the social aspects, the interaction and antagonisms between social 
orders and the ways in which the populace voiced its grievances, sought 
allies among other groups and fought to assert its demands have rarely been 
studied. For the history of these events was generally written from the stand-
point of the elite, i.e., from above.

Each event, of course, had its distinct character. The servile population 
that rose up in arms in late fifteenth-century Old Catalonia, attempting to 
gain freedom from their pitiless masters, differed quite markedly, in social 
filiation, motives, strategies and sought-after allies, from the fairly well-to-
do merchants and lower nobility of the Comunero uprising in the 1520s, or 
from the angry, urban lower class of the Germanías in 1520s Valencia. They 
differed as well, in religion if not in labour conditions and social status, 
from the Moriscos of the Alpujarras.

Below, I wish to examine two resistance movements and to re-assess their 
place within the social history of Spain in the late Middle Ages and early 
modern period. While other uprisings have spawned a more extensive histo-
riography, these movements have remained in relative obscurity.

The rebellion of the Irmandiños

Although little known when compared to the war of the remenças, the 
rebellion of the Irmandiños has recently attracted the attention of histori-
ans. Unfortunately, the writing of this history has been mainly a local pro-
ject; promoted by the revival of local patriotism and political autonomy in 
modern Spain, it has remained somewhat divorced from the wider social 
context of the kingdom.

The Irmandiños’ revolt can be told in a few words. As the Reconquest 
advanced southward from the ninth to the late fifteenth century, Galicia 
became increasingly marginalised within the political and economic life of 
the realm. With the exception of Santiago de Compostela, the shrine of 
Spain’s erstwhile patron-saint and still a formidable pilgrimage site in the 
late Middle Ages, the region suffered the ills and neglect associated with 
peripheries. As discussed earlier, in the kingdom of Galicia – it had been 
a kingdom in the early history of Spain and remained nominally so in the 
motley titles of the Castilian and Spanish kings – peasant land ownership 
and tenure had become fragmented beyond reason. Most of its villagers 
were impoverished and suffered under a relentless and predatory lordship. 
Galician cities, with the exception of Santiago, had not developed as rapidly 
as some of their counterparts in the Castilian plain, the Bay of Biscay area 
or Andalusia. Galicia’s maritime pursuits (fishing, trade), which held great 
promise in the fourteenth century, had now fallen quite behind the enterpris-
ing ventures of sailors and fishermen from the Bay of Biscay’s coastal towns. 
The only sector that had grown as the region declined was that of lordship. 
Galicia was the paradigmatic land of lords (ecclesiastical and seigneurial), 
and their tenacious grip extended throughout the region.
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With the decline of feudal rents in the fourteenth century, due to the 
disruptions of the plague and the civil wars, noble and ecclesiastical lords 
throughout the peninsula, above all in Galicia, redoubled their efforts to 
exact dues from the peasantry. What they could not get by legal means, they 
extorted by force. Strong houses, castles and other noble lairs became the 
refuge for gangs of noble retinues. They scourged the countryside victim-
ising the peasantry and targeting small cities and merchants on the road. 
Coupled with a demographic upturn in the fifteenth century and a grow-
ing need for new lands, the social tensions between those below and those 
above reached a boiling point.

Rural and urban resistance to noble abuse and frustration with a weak 
royal presence (the Castilian kings were busy fending off their own cadre 
of renegade nobles) became evident in the formation of the hermandades. 
As long-standing bulwarks of the monarchy against noble ambitions, the 
hermandades (brotherhoods or leagues of urban dwellers, small-town resi-
dents, peasants, lower nobility and lower clergy) held a venerable place in 
the political history of medieval Spain, playing an important role in restor-
ing order during periods of turmoil. Their main purpose was to re-estab-
lish peace and justice by persecuting criminals and putting down rebellious 
noblemen.

In early fifteenth-century Galicia, several hermandades rose against 
oppressive lords and appealed to the king (John II) for support in their 
efforts. Most of the early disturbances in the 1420s and 1430s were local, 
but occasionally they presented a serious challenge to the established order. 
This occurred in the city of Orense, where urban rioters threw the bishop 
into the river Miño in 1421, and with the vassals of Don Nuño Freire of 
Andrade (known as the ‘Bad’), who organised into a hermandad, waged war 
on their lord and threatened to occupy Santiago de Compostela in 1431.5 In 
depicting these insurrections, the contemporary chronicle of John II refers to 
the participants as gente menuda, or the small people, who were ultimately 
unable to hold their own against their better-equipped adversaries.

These two uprisings, as well as sporadic outbreaks of anti-noble violence 
in the next three decades, served as a prelude to the so-called ‘second war 
of the Irmandiños’, a widespread revolt throughout the kingdom of Galicia 
which, though rooted in peasant discontent, drew people from all social 
rungs. For almost two years, between 1467 and 1469, the Irmandiños 
waged a successful war on the noble and ecclesiastical lords. The Galician 
hermandad parallelled the formation of similar leagues in Castile whose 
function it was to stand up against a cruel and unruly nobility with the sup-
port of the Crown.

In Galicia, endemic anarchy, the plague and harsh economic conditions 
paved the way for the depredations of the powerful and the resistance of the 
weak. A motley alliance of peasants, artisans, shopkeepers, clergymen and 
lower nobility stormed and overthrew noble strongholds and castles. High 
nobles and powerful ecclesiastics were driven off the land. The members 
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of ruling groups who fought back in the initial stages of the rebellion lost 
their lives. As in the Jacquerie (the great French peasant uprising of 1356) 
or the English Peasant Revolt of 1381, the leadership of the Irmandiños 
revolt came from the lower nobility, including some younger sons of illustri-
ous noble houses. And like other peasant revolts, the movement went far 
beyond random acts of violence. The Irmandiños took steps to restructure 
the social order of the Galician kingdom. Their demands included meting 
out stern justice to overbearing feudal lords, preserving urban rights, elimi-
nating abusive taxes, restituting ecclesiastical lands that the nobility had 
appropriated and other measures aimed at levelling social disparities.

But, as with earlier broad-based social upheavals, by the spring of 1469 
the nobles who had fled to Portugal to save their lives joined their brethren 
in Galicia and, in encounter after encounter, thanks in part to their superior 
weapons and military prowess, they defeated the rebels. As the Irmandiño 
rebellion became more radicalised, the peasants and lower urban classes lost 
the support of most of their bourgeois and noble allies. They were left alone 
to taste bitter defeat and harsh reprisals.

Social heterogeneity and the Irmandiño revolt

Carlos Barros’s excellent study Mentalidad justiciera de los Irmandiños, 
siglo XV views the Irmandiño revolt as a call for justice by a broad segment 
of Galician society.6 In his focus on the rebels’ pursuit of equity and retalia-
tion, Barros incisively analyses intergroup exchanges and the revolt’s ability 
to erase, even if only briefly, the barriers between social orders. This it did 
in two significant ways: by bringing together dissimilar groups, men and 
women from different geographical regions within Galicia, in a common 
cause; and by assembling the powerful and the weak on the battlefields of 
Galicia. Using a long judicial process (the Tabera-Fonseca case, 1526–27), 
which examined the events of the 1460s and included depositions from eye-
witnesses to the Irmandiño revolt, Barros provides a careful breakdown by 
social class of the victims of noble abuse and a taxonomy of the crimes com-
mitted against them by those in power.

If, as indicated earlier, the revolt drew a wide range of social types, it 
was because the targets of noble excesses, raids, looting, rapes and murders 
ranged across a broad social spectrum. Peasants were, not surprisingly, the 
favourite prey. Attacks against peasants consisted of the habitual theft of 
cows and oxen, illegal imprisonment, the ransoming of captured peasants, 
torture and the illegal collection of tribute. These deeds were the signs of 
predatory lordship; in more or less virulent forms, they defined the power 
relations between lords and peasants in Western Europe from the central 
Middle Ages onward.7

Martín de Tarrio, a peasant of the village of Cruces, testified that the 
alcalde Alvaro Sánchez, a municipal official operating out of the fortress 
of Rocha Forte with a retinue of fifteen to thirty footmen (described as 
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malhechores, malefactors), engaged in a wave of crimes – specifically rape, 
robbery and the imposition of an illegal tribute of fish – in the area of Cru-
ces. Among their victims were women, a butcher from the nearby city of 
Santiago of Compostela and a citizen of Padrón (a small town in the region 
of Compostela) caught unawares on the open road. Although most of the 
witnesses who testified in the judicial proceedings many years after the 
actual events were peasants, escuderos (squires or lower nobility) appeared 
as well in the dual role of witnesses and victims. Gonzalo de Cardeleiro, a 
squire from Malpica, accused the knight García Martínez de Barbeira and 
his band (fifteen to twenty armed men operating out of the stronghold of 
Outes) of imprisoning him, together with a woman from Santiago de Com-
postela and an undetermined number of citizens of the towns of Noya and 
Muros, and of asking for ransom to restore their freedom.8

Besides the great mass of peasant victims, the records of the inquest show 
a significant number of assaults and captures of fishermen, town officials, 
lower clergy and merchants on the road. After the peasants, travellers con-
stituted the largest group of victims. These figures reveal a countryside of 
unsafe roads – most crimes were committed in rural areas – where commerce 
and the economic life of the region were becoming increasingly dangerous 
and impossible to sustain. Women, who put up with the lordly economic 
scourge as much as men, were further burdened by sexual violence. The 
rape of lower-class women by upper-class men or their minions in Galicia 
followed a pattern of sexual abuse that prevailed in other regions of Spain 
and the world. In times of political anarchy and open violence, women 
became convenient targets for lordly greed and desire.9

The revolt also attracted members from all social groups because the vio-
lence threatened not only the economic structures of Galicia; it also threat-
ened its moral foundations. The sexual violence in particular impinged 
on complex patriarchal codes of honour, virtue and rights over women. 
Although Barros presents a somewhat romanticised and lofty view of how 
the Irmandiños perceived attacks against women, it is clear that the rape 
and sexual abuse of mainly peasant women were also perceived as attacks 
on property, i.e., the property of husbands, fathers and the lords themselves. 
The outrage voiced by mostly non-noble men (peasants, middling sorts, cler-
gymen) at the rape of their women (only one woman out of 240 witnesses 
testified in the Tabera-Fonseca inquisition) reflected, I think, a concern with 
ownership issues as much as it did a concern with the question of honour.10

The Irmandiños as guardians of legality

The wide range of victims and the aggressive, almost desperate greed of 
many lords and outlaw followers, led to broad opposition – a formal broth-
erhood that featured representatives from all social orders. Leadership, as 
indicated earlier, came from the disaffected members of the ruling elite. And, 
as with most popular revolts in Spain and elsewhere in this period, the rebels 
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claimed the mantle of legality for their actions. Here is a case that unsettles 
the heuristic distinction between official and unofficial violence.

Clearly, the Irmandiños claimed to be acting on behalf of the king and 
viewed their attacks against fortresses, and the slaying and exiling of noble-
men, as heroic attempts to restore order and justice to the Galician realm. 
But behind their anger at noble abuses and their precarious economic con-
ditions lay outrage at the upending of divine and regal order. By taking to 
arms, they became, to a degree, upholders of royal power and supporters 
of the very social structure that assigned them, their children and grandchil-
dren a subordinate position. By rebelling, they reinserted themselves in and 
lay claim to what they perceived as a just and harmonious social order.

Comuneros and Germanías

Like the rebellion of the Irmandiños, the revolt of the Gerrnanías had a 
marked popular flavour. In itself, the Valencian risings, or Germanías, 
were part of a much larger movement of resistance against the new king 
and soon-to-be emperor, Charles I  of the Spains (Charles V of the Holy 
Roman Empire). Its Castilian counterpart, the revolt of the Comuneros, was 
essentially a reaction of urban elites and small nobility to the new political 
realities dawning in Spain. Though Spanish historiography and literature 
have often described the Comunero revolt in lyrical terms, as an attempt to 
protect traditional liberties and rights against the encroachments of mon-
archy, the reality was otherwise. Charles, born in 1500, the son of Philip 
the Handsome and Joanna the Mad, came into his fateful inheritance by 
1517. With the death of his maternal grandfather, Ferdinand the Catholic, 
in 1516, and the growing incompetence of his mother, Charles added the 
Spanish realms and their American possessions to his already impressive 
legacy of Flanders, Bohemia and other northern and central European lands 
that had been willed to him by his paternal grandparents, Mary of Flanders 
and Maximilian, the Holy Roman Emperor. Born and raised in the Low 
Countries, he came to Spain for the first time in 1520, surrounded by a bevy 
of non-Spanish-speaking Flemish advisers, issuing imperious demands of 
monetary subsidies and unquestioning obedience.11

Charles’s youth, his inability to speak Castilian and his imperial ambi-
tions – he was by then already engaged in bidding for the elected office of 
Holy Roman Emperor, a frightfully expensive enterprise  – made him an 
unpleasant new master. More important, his political programme and finan-
cial demands threatened the tight control of Castilian cities that the urban 
elites had thus far enjoyed. Regardless of the epic portrait painted by histori-
ans and Golden Age playwrights, the Comunero (from the word commune) 
revolt was an intra-hegemonic strife, a dispute among the ruling classes. The 
Comuneros rose up in arms to protect their substantial privileges and to 
challenge the king’s new advisers. It was, in some respects, the last challenge 
to the Crown of Castile, before the Habsburg kings settled down to their 
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peaceful rule of the realm. As such, the crushing defeat of the Comunero 
armies at Villalar on St. George’s Day (23 April) 1521 brought to an end 
the long period of internecine struggle among the elite that had lasted from 
the mid-thirteenth century to the reforms of the Catholic Monarchs in the 
late fifteenth century. The Germanías, however, were something completely 
different.

Unlike the Comunero revolt, the Germanías in Valencia and, to a lesser 
extent, in Mallorca pulled in a much broader swath of the population. The 
issues leading to the risings were distinctly local and stemmed from social 
and economic reversals, ethno-religious hostilities (mistrust and hatred of 
Moriscos) and the fragile relationship between city and country. Although 
political intrigues played a role, they were secondary to the underlying 
social problems. The revolt of the Germanías, however, has received far 
less historiographical attention than that of the Comuneros. This is partly 
because Spanish historians have privileged Castile in their chronicles, and 
partly because the rebellion and the defeat of the Comuneros at Villalar 
acquired important symbolic meaning over time; but it is also because the 
popular aspects of the Germanías did not interest historians until the last 
two or three decades. Histories from below, which dominated English and 
French historiography (mostly Past & Present and Annales E.S.C.) in the 
1960s and 1970s, found echoes in Spain only in the period after Franco’s 
death.

In Valencia, the violence erupted as a form of resistance to city officials 
and local nobility. It then escalated into attacks against the Moriscos, whose 
labour and taxes  – as the rebels rightly perceived  – nurtured aristocratic 
privilege, culminating in general assaults on property and overt challenges 
to existing institutions.12 The ranks of the Germanías were largely made 
up of artisans, members of Valencian guilds who had been allowed to bear 
arms in 1519 in the expectation of attacks from Turkish pirates. But the 
rebellious brotherhood also included peasants drawn to the cause because 
of their downtrodden position, middling sorts, clerics and the usual flotsam 
of discontents often found in important maritime cities such as Valencia. 
For Ricardo García Cárcel, among the best scholars of the Germanías, the 
roots of the revolt go back to the systemic antagonisms between Christians 
and Mudejars (Muslims living under Christian rule as opposed to Moriscos, 
who were nominally converted to Christianity) in the thirteenth century. 
Valencia weathered numerous bouts of social upheaval that were manifested 
as attacks against Mudejars, the dependants of feudal lords, in 1309, 1359 
and 1455. On the eve of the early sixteenth-century risings, Valencia faced 
mounting problems: plagues, internecine fights between noble families and 
what García Cárcel has described as the ‘absolute disequilibrium between 
the city and its hinterland’. By this he meant that the city had grown rapidly 
at the expense of the countryside, creating volatile social and economic con-
ditions. While an increasingly impoverished Christian peasantry competed 
with hard-working Moriscos, rural people flocked to the city in droves 
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looking for work.13 Furthermore, an expansion in the number of guild mas-
ters reduced economic opportunities for artisans. By the early sixteenth cen-
tury not only was the guild system showing signs of crisis, but corn (cereal) 
production had declined. Famine and an unsound economy led to a riot in 
1503, which broke out over the distribution of much-needed wheat that 
had arrived from Sicily. It was, as García Cárcel has described it, a ‘general 
rehearsal for the Germanías’. And, as usual, it was harshly suppressed.14

The reign of a young and distant ruler (Charles I) and the complexities 
of Valencian politics and culture served as backdrop to the outbreak of vio-
lence in 1519. According to García Cárcel, three factors coalesced into the 
making of the rising. First, economic dislocation and food shortages led to 
unrest among the lower classes. Second, the refusal of the young emperor to 
come to Valencia antagonised the middling sorts and mobilised them politi-
cally. Third, the threat of North African and Turkish pirates reinforced the 
long-lived hatred of Moriscos.15

In many respects, the organisational entity that fomented the revolt was 
imposed from above. A royal decree in September 1519 encouraged guild 
members (Germanías) to arm themselves for the purpose of strengthening 
Valencian defences against the Turks. Thus, in a moment of crisis (the threat 
of the Turks), the Crown risked unleashing social antagonisms. For unlike 
guild organisations elsewhere in Europe, these armed Germanías included 
all social classes: guild masters, apprentices and labourers. It was not dif-
ficult for them to identify the Moriscos with the Turks, and to turn from 
defending the city to attacking bastions of privilege. Nobles did not at all 
like the challenge to their military status and put pressure on the Crown 
to rescind their charter. Charles I, or rather his advisers (since the king, a 
newcomer to his Iberian realms, was preoccupied with imperial ambitions), 
restricted the public use or display of arms by members of the Germanías.

In the spring of 1520, tensions erupted into violent confrontation. Armed 
workers and their allies stormed noble houses, the viceroy’s residence and 
that of royal officials. A series of royal demands for restoration of order and 
rebel counter-demands for recognition of their grievances and the exile and 
swift return of the viceroy to Valencia, occupied most of the rest of 1520. By 
early 1521, however, the city remained in the rebels’ hands, and the revolt 
had become progressively radicalised. Under the leadership of Guillem 
Castellón (a weaver also known as Sorolla) and Joan Llorenç, the revolt’s 
ideological steward, the Germanías spread to other Valencian cities such as 
Castellón de la Plana, Xátiva and Alzira, to the Valencian countryside, even 
to the neighbouring kingdom of Aragon, and to Catalonia. The most radical 
elements within the Germanías sought to abolish royal taxes, attacked the 
nobility as a class and burned titles of property. These developments paral-
leled similar escalations of radicalism in the English peasant risings of 1381, 
the Jacquerie in France (1356) and the Ciompi (1378) in Florence.16

Unlike the Castilian Comuneros or the Galician Irmandiños, the Ger-
manías came closer to effecting a radical break with the status quo and 
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sought to overthrow or at least to undermine the notion of a society 
founded on hierarchical orders. The social makeup of the Germanías – with 
its strong proletarian base and ideologically committed urban core (weavers 
were often affiliated with radical causes) – evinces a significant amount of 
interaction among members of different groups, as they joined the resistance 
movement. In Valencia, the solidarity between social classes was parleyed 
into violent discourse. The rebellion’s leadership introduced a programme 
for restructuring society which, albeit confused and vague, made no bones 
about urging the abolition of royal taxes, the levelling of social differences 
and, at its radical best, the formation of a republican Valencia. Thus, in spite 
of their frequent protests of loyalty to the king, the Germanías repudiated 
royal authority. But lest we think of the leaders of the Germanías as enlight-
ened revolutionaries, let us remember that most of the rebels vented their 
anger on the Moriscos.

The end came soon. The royal and noble armies regained control of the 
countryside in the southern parts of the Valencian kingdom, and after a 
siege of the city itself, the rebels surrendered, but not before attempting 
to convert by force the Muslims of the city. As was the case in many such 
uprisings  – think of the German peasants’ uprising of the 1520s or the 
English Civil War of the mid-seventeenth century – the end also marked 
the advent of apocalyptic dreams and hopeless millenarian expectations. In  
the last stages of the war, a man known as ‘el encubierto’ (‘the hidden one’) 
and claiming to be the son of Don Juan and grandson of the Catholic Mon-
archs, rallied the final resistance to the noble onslaught. García Cárcel has 
speculated on the origins of this character: was he a miller, or a Converso? 
His memorable speech on 21 March 1522 in the square of the church of 
Xátiva echoed, as García Cárcel has suggested, Savonarolian ideals (Savon-
arola, an ecclesiastical reformer in late fifteenth-century Florence, attacked 
the excessive luxury of Florence’s bourgeoisie). Resistance and radical 
Christian reform thus remained latent in the popular imagination and in 
popular uprisings.17

Local movements of resistance

Movements of resistance had their origins in local outbursts of violence, 
which, under optimal conditions, grew into wider regional or kingdom-
wide upheavals. In Valencia, as we have seen, the Germanías revolt began 
in the city proper and spread within a few months to the countryside and 
to other towns in the region. But the social dynamics of resistance move-
ments that stayed within local boundaries differed greatly from those that 
transcended them. Within the confines of small towns or villages in late 
medieval and early modern Europe, almost everyone knew everyone else, 
and social groups functioned at various levels of interaction, familiarity and 
antagonism. Hatred at the local level was personal. Violence was often tied 
to festering kin hatreds and lineage competitions.
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Spain witnessed many local risings in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
The causes for these risings varied greatly from location to location, rang-
ing from spontaneous opposition prompted by abusive lordship to crises 
brought on by civil war and systemic noble violence. Some of these violent 
outbursts became enshrined in the popular imagination by theatrical re-
enactment and oral tradition. This was the case of Fuente Ovejuna (Fuente 
Ovejuna), a village in the area of Córdoba that was alienated from Córdoba 
and therefore from the Crown, to Don Pedro Girón (one of the greatest 
magnates of Castile) and eventually to the Military Order of Calatrava in 
1460. Disputes over the lordship of Fuente Ovejuna – between the city of 
Córdoba (backed by a weak John II) on one side and the Order of Calatrava 
and rebellious and ambitious magnates on the other  – led to the town’s 
occupation by Don Fernán Gómez of Guzmán, comendador mayor of the 
Order of Calatrava. Though the evidence is not conclusive, Fernán Gómez 
of Guzmán seems to have ruled Fuente Ovejuna in a predatory manner. 
These abuses included sexual advances, kidnappings and the rape of Fuente 
Ovejuna’s women.

Against the backdrop of the civil war that Isabella the Catholic and 
her followers waged against the Portuguese and their Castilian high-born 
allies, the citizens of Fuente Ovejuna rose up in arms on 23 April 1476. 
Led by the officials of the municipal council, almost a thousand citizens of 
the town and its hinterlands stormed the house of the comendador mayor, 
brutally (ritually) killing and mutilating him. Lope de Vega immortalised 
these fairly obscure events in his play Fuente Ovejuna (published in 1619), 
which remains one of the most stirring and popular works of the Spanish 
theatre. Clearly, the democratic readings of this play in the last two hundred 
years do not always accord with the actual events – that is, with the aims of 
medieval peasants and small-town dwellers caught up in the snares of civil 
strife and abusive lordship – or with Lope de Vega’s intention to privilege 
the justice-dispensing role of the Catholic Monarchs.18

Nonetheless, Fuente Ovejuna became an emblem of popular resistance 
to the abuses of the powerful, especially on the issue of sexuality (a theme 
informing many insurrections of the period). Over the centuries, play and 
embellished event alike conferred retrospective agency and honour to those 
on the lower rungs of society. The risings in Fuente Ovejuna were, further-
more, not isolated but part of the widespread local upheavals of the 1450s, 
1460s and 1470s, not all of which were concerned with sexual abuse or 
honour. One of these was the revolt of Alcaraz.

Most of the documentary evidence for the urban revolt of Alcaraz in 1458 
has been published in a short and excellent study by Angus MacKay, one 
of the most insightful historians of late medieval Spain. As MacKay points 
out, the rebellion of Alcaraz was not caused by famine. It was not directed, 
as was usual in late fifteenth-century Spain, against Jews and/or Conversos; 
nor was it a result of class struggle. Rather, the rising at Alcaraz pitted 
town dwellers against corrupt royal agents, one urban faction confronting 
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another. The context in Alcaraz was the endemic civil strife of John II’s 
reign, the widespread violence in the region, the proximity of the frontier 
with Granada and the threat of Granadine raids. Alcaraz thus provides us 
with a different instance of violence as social artefact: a case of intra-class 
conflict in which members of the town’s oligarchical elite rose up in arms 
to challenge the rule of the corregidor (a royal official who served as head 
and overseer of the municipal council) and set up an alternative municipal 
government. But the corregidor and his supporters had their own vested 
interests in the town and represented as well other oligarchical factions in 
Alcaraz and its region.19

On 10 January 1458, a certain Fernando de Bustamante, accompanied by 
brothers and followers, stormed through the town, captured the towers in 
the centre of Alcaraz and drove the corregidor and his men to seek refuge 
in the royal castle. Their actions matched the factional urban skirmishes 
that were steadily breaking out in other parts of Spain (Barcelona, Valencia, 
Toledo, Jaén and other urban centres), in Italy, in France, and elsewhere in 
Western Europe. In Alcaraz, this was just one episode in a long history of 
risings. The civil turbulence of 1439, 1444, 1456, 1460 and 1463 disclosed 
the deep clefts that polarised the city.

But the rebels were doomed to failure. Attacks against the corregidor con-
stituted attacks against royal authority. And despite the Crown’s weakened 
condition in the 1450s, oligarchical factions in small towns such as Alcaraz 
had no real chance of holding out against internal enemies supported by 
royal armies. Three aspects of this otherwise minor revolt should nonethe-
less be noted, for they were replicated in countless risings elsewhere in Spain 
and Western Europe. First, though many local outbursts had to do with 
internal struggles within the oligarchy, each faction implicated its lower-
class allies and servants. It could not be otherwise. Without some kind of 
lower-class complicity and participation, armed resistance and military suc-
cess were inconceivable. In Alcaraz, depositions taken after the defeat of 
the rebellion mentioned servants prominently and showed them playing a 
significant role.20

Second, revolts, in Alcaraz and elsewhere, were enacted through ritu-
als freighted with symbolic gestures and irreverent language. The rebels 
would seize and parade the symbols of municipal authority to promul-
gate the reversal of fortune that was about to take place in town. That 
these symbols, which lent legitimacy to their goals, were often vested in 
the revolt leaders’ servants (criados or lesser people brought up in wealthy 
households) produced the gratifying effect of debasing the corregidor and 
his functionaries while impugning the competence of former municipal offi-
cials. Carnivalesque elements (status inversions, mocking representations 
of authority and other forms of ribaldry), moreover, added a subversive 
festivity to these events. Finally, however, and as MacKay has noted, failed 
rebellions were followed by inquests that used the law and judicial language 
to reinforce the power of the ruling elite. In Alcaraz, the insurgents were 
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branded as ‘malefactors’ by the victorious corregidor and his royal agents. 
The control of words proved as powerful as the control of arms. For, as we 
shall see below, discourse was deployed hegemonically to criminalise, and 
thus ban, the hostile acts of some, while licencing, and thus institutionalis-
ing, the similarly aggressive acts of others.

Before turning to the important topic of lawlessness and its violent out-
comes in the Iberian, it may be useful to remind the readers that, unlike 
other parts of Europe, Castile, the politically dominant of the different 
realms that constituted Spain, did not experience widespread popular 
revolts in its heartland, excluding the two Alpujarras risings and thinking 
of the Comuneros revolt as a struggle between hegemonic elites seeking 
to define the relations between Crown and urban oligarchies. Unlike most 
of the rest of Europe that experience widespread peasant uprisings in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Castilian peasantry remained quite 
docile, preferring migration to direct confrontation. This is not to say that 
violence was not ever present in Castilian political dealings outside the Cas-
tilian core. The revolt of the Netherlands, the long struggle in Germany 
over religious issues, efforts to keep a tight lid on Italian possessions and 
dependent states led to a state of continuous warfare and harsh reprisals by 
the Spanish power. As Rome in 1527 and Antwerp in 1576 found to their 
chagrin, the Spanish army was capable of harsh measures. Rome and Ant-
werp are of course the two best-known examples of the so-called ‘Spanish 
fury’. There were innumerable others.

As has been seen, in 1548 Genoa the population rose up in arms due to 
the heavy hand of the Spanish forces gathered in the city for the arrival of 
Prince Philip. Catalonia, as it has also been seen, rose up in arms in 1640, 
as did Portugal and parts of Andalucía the same year. Unrest was present 
everywhere throughout the sprawling Spanish monarchy, requiring vast 
expenses in men and money to maintain control. Natives in the New World 
rebelled at the harsh practices of colonial occupation and emphasis on reli-
gious conformity. An entire book may be written about Spanish America’s 
pervasive violence and resistance to Spanish authorities. Two short exam-
ples would suffice. In 1654, the adventurer Pedro Chamijo (also known 
as Pedro Bohórquez), a man of uncertain origins but probably a Spaniard 
claimed to be the heir to the last Inca. Calling himself the Inca Huelpa, 
Pedro led an indigenous revolt, feeding the desire of Peruvian natives in the 
region of New Vizcaya to return to their past Inca glory and to their ances-
tral religion. Even though Pedro received at least some encouragement from 
Spanish authorities who saw him as a way to maintain the native under con-
trol, the revolt was put down and Pedro executed in Lima in January 1667.

On the other extreme of the Americas, in what is today the US Southwest, 
the Pueblo Indians rose up in arms in 1680. In this and other native revolts, 
there are elements that parallel the same trigger mechanism in the peninsula 
and in Europe: a charismatic leader who represented himself as a successor 
or as a long lost leader, a return to their original way of life, the expulsion 
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of Spanish authorities, religious questions (some of the native were accused 
of sorcery) and millenarian expectations. In the case of the Pueblo revolt, 
the leader was known as Popé (not coincidentally a name chosen by Aldous 
Huxley for one of his native protagonists in Brave New World). He led the 
uprising pushing the Spaniards from the area of Taos and Santa Fe and for 
almost a decade the Pueblo sought to return to a world before the coming 
of the Spaniards, before they were defeated and Spain’s rule restored in the 
region. But what about other forms of violence that were prevalent in the 
Iberian Peninsula and the Western Mediterranean?

Banditry, piracy and vagrancy

In the second volume of Cervantes’s Don Quijote de la Mancha, the epony-
mous hero, after multiple disastrous adventures, takes the road to Barce-
lona, where he and his faithful servant, Sancho Panza, plan to participate in 
chivalrous jousts. On the road from Zaragoza to Barcelona, the main thor-
oughfare of the eastern kingdoms, Don Quixote and Sancho fall into the 
hands of a well-organized company of bandits.21 These were not just ordi-
nary brigands infesting the highways of Catalonia and the eastern portions 
of Spain; these brigands were led by the legendary Roca Guinarda (Roque 
Guinart). Here, as in other parts of Don Quijote, the boundaries between 
fact and fiction are obliterated, and literary artifice provides a window onto 
historical reality.

Cervantes’s Roca Guinarda was ‘a man about thirty-five years old, strong, 
of medium built, serious looks, dark skin. He rode a powerful horse, dressed 
in a mail shirt, with four pistols in his belt’.22 A Catalan Robin Hood, Roca 
practiced a chivalrous banditry and ruled his men with a proper mix of lib-
erality and harshness, keeping them under strict discipline. In reality, Roque 
Guinart was born in the region of Vic (Old Catalonia) in 1582, the son of 
well-to-do peasants. In 1602, a mere twenty years old, he led a company of 
men against the noble adversaries of the bishop of Vic. The factional strug-
gle between ecclesiastic and noble lords spread to other areas of Catalonia, 
making Roque Guinart one of the most active bandits in the region. As in 
many other cases, factional strife easily turned into straightforward criminal 
pursuit. In 1610, Roque routed the viceregal armies that had been sent to 
capture him, while continuing to terrorise travellers between Zaragoza and 
Barcelona. Unable to capture or defeat him, the Crown offered him a par-
don in 1611, and Roque departed for Naples as captain of a Spanish tercio 
(a regular army unit of 3,000 men). In an extensive editorial note in his edi-
tion of Don Quijote, Martín de Riquer observes that in 1588 Don Luis de 
Queralt ‘recruited a tercio among Catalan bandits, of which Roque became 
the maestre de campo (the leader), and which fought in Flanders in the late 
sixteenth century’.23

Bandits turning into soldiers, and vice versa, were old stories in late medi-
eval and early modern Europe. Recruitment was a way to diminish banditry 

 



Resisting violence  217

in the countryside, and most bandits made good soldiers. Conversely, upon 
desertion or discharge, soldiers often turned to crime or vagrancy. But gov-
ernments in Spain and elsewhere dealt with banditry in other ways as well. 
The number of hanged men adorning the trees on the road Don Quixote 
and Sancho Panza took to Barcelona tells us of the Crown’s harsh measures 
to curtail crime.

Banditry, as Braudel once argued in a much quoted statement, ‘was in the 
first place a revenge upon established states, the defenders of a political and 
even social order. . . . [It was] a form of vengeance upon the ruling class and 
its lopsided justice . . . [and] has been at all times, more or less everywhere, a  
righter of wrongs’.24 Therefore, the record of violence, ‘riots, disturbances, 
assassinations, reprisals and revolts in the Mediterranean’, can be described 
as ‘the story of a perpetual and multiple social tension’.25 In the few pages 
dedicated to this topic in The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World, 
Braudel paints a haunting portrait of the violent responses to the ‘pauperi-
zation and oppression [of the poor and weak] by the rich and powerful’. 
organised banditry and its close manifestations – vagrancy, crime, piracy – 
may thus be seen as stemming from, manifesting and redistributing specific 
social stresses. It is thus that they have worked as sites for social exchange 
and negotiation.26

Yet Braudel’s moving account somewhat obscures the implications of 
banditry and crime. Although I fully agree with his insistence on the social 
and economic roots of banditry, it is clear that not all forms of banditry 
(piracy, crime, vagrancy) were reactions to the state or to class disparity. In 
many cases, bandits sided with noble interests and fought not against but 
for the state. Moreover, violence allowed for a fluidity of social and politi-
cal roles. That Catalan bandits – such as Guinart and Latrás, to mention 
the two most famous ones – could so handily shift from being criminals to 
being agents of the state underscores the ease with which identities could be 
confounded in late medieval and early modern Spain and Western Europe. 
When it suited their purposes, pirates or corsairs – North African, Turkish 
and Christian – also aligned themselves with, or acted as proxy for, the state, 
playing a creditable part in the struggles between nations. And, like the 
privateers who commanded the Atlantic in Elizabethan England, they were 
often faithful government agents. These caveats, however, do not mean that 
banditry, vagrancy and piracy (or corsair activity) were not forms of opposi-
tion to the state or symptoms of social unrest.

Like other forms of violence, banditry, vagrancy and piracy brought the 
social classes into close and recurrent contact. Though bandits, pirates and 
other criminals did not single out the upper classes as targets, they did pre-
fer to concentrate their efforts on the wealthy. The great concern of the 
government, the ruling elites and the middling sorts with repressing ban-
ditry in all its variations, however, had to do with the way these activities 
subverted the social order and threatened the well-being of those in power. 
The poor, of course, suffered at least as much from criminal behaviour; as in 
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our day, crime victims were more often than not members of the same social 
cohort as their aggressors. But individual (and group) transgression of the 
law, thievery and the kidnapping and/or killing of the upper classes by those 
below, became a serious menace to social peace.

The geography of crime also invites our attention. Clearly, no region in 
Spain suffered the scourge of banditry, vagrancy and piracy in the same way. 
Social conditions, topography and a region’s ability to police itself deter-
mined the level and frequency of outlaw sorties. The southeastern coast of 
the Mediterranean (the Levant, regions of Valencia, Murcia, Alicante and 
Almería) was aflutter throughout the sixteenth century with the threat of 
North African and Turkish pirates. Watchtowers looked over the Mediter-
ranean, and repressive measures forbade Moriscos to till soil close to the sea, 
or to carry weapons (see Chapter 7). In Don Quijote, several episodes tell of 
contacts with pirates or corsairs, escaped Christian slaves and inhabitants 
of Levantine shores. The coastal Christian population was always ready for 
a hue-and-cry against Muslim incursions. Cervantes’s fictional rendering of 
just such a response recreates real events of the period. When Christian cap-
tives, fleeing from Argel, land in the area of Vélez (Málaga), they are swiftly 
met by a ‘coastal cavalry’ positioned there to intercept supposed invaders.27

On large stretches of the Mediterranean coast, the rich and poor alike lived 
in a state of continuous alert. Here, at the same time, renegades returned to 
their former homes and religion, Christian slaves escaped from captivity in 
North Africa, Muslims were captured and enslaved, all of which provided 
a rich social setting, not just for fictional adventures and romance, but also 
for broader social transactions and perspectives.

The reality of piracy and the real threat to the eastern Mediterranean coast 
can be measured in a brief survey of major attacks on its towns and settle-
ments. The town of Cullera was sacked in 1503. The legendary pirate Bar-
barossa attacked the towns of Xilxes, Denia and Parcent between 1518 and 
1529. North African pirates raided Orpesa and Borriana in 1519; Palmar 
suffered the same fate in 1528. Pirates landed in Oliva in 1529, and three 
years later sacked Piles and Cullera. For the latter, this meant being sacked 
twice in less than thirty years. Another landing in Parcent in 1534 (the sec-
ond such attack) was followed by Barbarossa’s second raid on Orpesa in 
1536. To summarise: major pirate activity against Valencian coastal towns 
took place in 1543, 1545, 1547 (which included the sack of the monastery 
of the Holy Spirit in Morvedre), 1550, 1551, 1554, 1556.28 Bear in mind 
that I am listing only the localities that bore the brunt of the violence.

The counterpoint to these attacks was, of course, the successful defence 
of the coast, the conflicts in open sea between Christians and Muslims and 
the strikes against North African shores. In the latter, the Spaniards held 
enclaves at Oran, Ceuta and elsewhere that served as important strategic 
entry points into North Africa. Of the options listed above, the first of these 
responses required the feverish construction of towers and fortified enclaves 
along the coast. Strong towers were built in Orpesa and Cullera, frequent 
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targets of pirate attacks. New batteries of artillery were added to Cullera’s 
defences in 1547, and similar developments took place in Xàbia, Vila Joi-
osa, Alicante and other locations. These activities, plus the organisation of 
coastal mobile units along the model of the Santa Hermandad (the ‘coastal 
cavalry’ described by Cervantes), meant that a whole portion of the eastern 
Mediterranean remained in a permanent state of siege. Besides the financial 
cost – fortresses, armies, ships and naval raids of the North African coast 
were expensive indeed – there were also psychological and social costs. The 
state of siege created a context of endemic violence; it also furnished an 
additional excuse for hatred of and violence against Moriscos.29

But the Levantine shores were not the only regions in a permanent state 
of unrest. As Braudel commented long ago, the road between Barcelona 
and Zaragoza, the main thoroughfare between Catalonia and Aragon, was 
extremely dangerous and almost impassable without a strong-armed escort. 
Catalonia and parts of Aragon were lands of endemic banditry and social 
violence. Bandits imposed a reign of violence and disrupted the social fabric 
of the region, whether they worked as hired swords (and guns) in the inter-
necine struggles of the nobility – as did Lupercio Latrás in the conflicts in 
Ribagorza (see Chapter 7) – or operated on their own behalf.

The same occurred in the areas around Granada, the Sierra Morena and 
the Sierra Nevada. They became safe havens for people fleeing from justice, 
the disaffected, the rebellious Moriscos and the like. Don Quixote and San-
cho fled to the mountains to escape the long arm of the Santa Hermandad. 
On the opposite border, the mountainous Basque region was, as Braudel 
reminds us, a magnet for vagrants. In rugged countries such as Spain, moun-
tains easily became centres of resistance, safe havens for those fleeing the 
law. The landscape of crime thus paralleled the geographical contours of 
Iberia. The Castilian plain was better policed than were the mountainous 
regions in the east, north or south. This was so not only because Old and 
New Castile were closer to Madrid, Valladolid and other important political 
centres, but because the topography allowed for extra policing.

But banditry, piracy and vagrancy were not limited to deserted shores 
or inhospitable mountains. Cities were nests of crime, where bandits and 
vagrants interacted intimately and frequently with other social groups. 
Seville had long enjoyed the dubious honour of being the capital of crime 
in late medieval and early modern Spain. A terminus of the Atlantic trade 
after the early sixteenth century, drawing sustenance from a rich countryside 
though ever susceptible to famine and severe economic recession, Seville 
attracted an unusual number of pícaros, scam artists, thieves, pickpockets, 
prostitutes, procuresses and the like. Seville was also a large, heterogene-
ous city, the heart of a substantial floating population. In addition to its 
hordes of sailors, travellers to and from the New World, slaves (there were 
more African slaves in Seville than anywhere else in Spain), gypsies and 
other marginalised people, the city drew immigrants from other parts of 
Castile, Spain and abroad, and grew rapidly in the fifteenth century. This 
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was a perfect setting for criminal activities. In his short novel Rinconete and 
Cortadillo, Cervantes gives us a humorous glimpse of Seville’s underworld; 
with its confraternity of thieves, scam artists and extortionists, the city had 
become a veritable ‘court of miracles’.30

Similarly, Quevedo’s The Swindler (written about 1608; published in 
1626) shows us the demi-monde life of Salamanca, a university town that 
proved a fertile ground for transactions among thieves, pícaros and their 
social betters (students). Both Cervantes and Quevedo give us entry into the 
distinct worlds of victims and criminals. In Rinconete and Cortadillo, we 
see clerics, students, merchants, a whole range of middle-class types, coming 
across those below them in pickpocket and far more menacing encounters. 
In Lazarillo de Tormes, the eponymous protagonist romps through a series 
of crimes and liaisons with members from all walks of Spanish society, as he 
moves up in status from murky provenance to stained respectability.

Banditry, vagrancy and piracy were, of course, not synonymous enter-
prises. A bandit qua bandit was not a vagrant, nor was a vagrant always 
prone to engage in criminal activities. A pirate or corsair, often the agent of 
foreign powers, engaged in an entirely different kind of struggle. Moreover, 
as García Martínez and others have noted, types of banditry varied, each 
connoting different social linkages. Noble banditry belonged to the con-
text of drawn-out internecine upper-class struggles that, albeit somewhat 
contained in Castile, still agitated certain regions of the Crown of Aragon. 
Morisco banditry was laden with religious, cultural and ‘racial’ overtones. 
Popular banditry, along the lines of Roca Guinarda’s activities, came closer 
to the kinds of social exchange and the latent class warfare that I  have 
been aiming to describe in this chapter. But missing from this story are 
the untold number of thefts, assaults and other criminal or social forms of 
resistance that the poor inflicted on their peers and betters, most of them, 
to return to Braudel’s analysis, the outcome of pauperism and brutal social 
conditions.

Yet these categories could be easily conflated. Bandits could at any time, or 
under specific circumstances, belong to all three types. In the same manner, 
vagrants could move from vagrancy to banditry and back again. Govern-
ment crackdowns aimed to curb the vagrants’ amazing ability and freedom 
to metamorphise into bandits and vice versa. A growing concern with con-
trolling errant bodies was evident in the mounting efforts of those on top to 
escalate the policing of society, to tighten the rule of law and to secure the 
protection of property. The number of treatises written by sixteenth-century 
Spanish theologians and scholars (a phenomenon widely paralleled else-
where in Europe) condemning vagrancy and advocating the confinement of 
the poor reveal an intensifying discourse of exclusion.31 These texts marked 
an unmistakable shift in the political culture and in social attitudes towards 
the poor. They heralded the advent of centralised power, religious uniform-
ity and growing absolutism.

 



Resisting violence  221

Conclusion

In the preceding pages, I have attempted to review different types of vio-
lence and resistance. My focus here has been on violence from below that is 
movements of resistance against rapacious lords, urban oligarchs or general 
attacks on the social order. I have sought to provide a taxonomy of different 
types of violent confrontation: large regional risings, smaller local flare-ups 
and isolated incidents of banditry, vagrancy and piracy.

The first category included several different movements. The Irmandiño 
revolt in Galicia at the end of the fifteenth century involved mostly peas-
ants, a few petty-bourgeois and lower clergy taking arms against a harassing 
nobility. In the 1520s, the Comunero revolt in Castile articulated, with some 
exceptions, the interests of the urban political elites. At the opposite end of 
the spectrum, the Valencia Germanías (1520s), a complex social movement, 
drew support largely from the urban popular classes and sought, in its most 
radical manifestations, to overturn the established order.

Local risings, such as those of Fuente Ovejuna, Alcaraz, the Netherlands 
and the New World followed different paths. The first represented a small 
town’s resistance to harsh abuse by its lordly master. The second resulted 
from the internal factional struggles of well-to-do groups in Alcaraz. Both 
types of revolts entangled members of different social orders in increasingly 
violent relationships.

Finally, banditry, piracy and vagrancy provided additional outlets for vio-
lence from below. Though bandits, pirates and vagrants operated within a 
complex matrix of social and political inducements, their activities repre-
sented an endemic war against the rich. This type of violence stemmed, in 
part, from the growing gap between the social groups – the collapse of the 
idealised society of orders, one could say – and from the unremitting surge 
in poverty.
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9	� The patterns of everyday life
Eating and dressing

In this and the next three chapters (including two new chapters added to 
this new edition), I seek to provide a sense, through the mining of literary 
sources, archival material and secondary works, of what the patterns of 
daily life were in the vast Spanish land during the late Middle Ages and the 
early modern period. Four chapters can only briefly summarise the varie-
gated contours of lived experiences; moreover, how life was lived and how 
it ended reflected, to a large extent, social filiation, chronological and geo-
graphical contexts, and political, religious and other factors that shaped 
Spanish society in this period. We begin with eating and dressing as markers 
of one’s location in society.

In fifteenth-century Valladolid, the Confraternity of All Saints (Todos los 
Santos) held ritual banquets on specific festive days. On the feast days of St. 
Philip and St. James (May Day), St. Lawrence (10 August) and All Saints 
(1 November), the pious cofrades (members) enjoyed ritual meals, while 
hosting a number of the city’s poor in the saints’ honour. Composed mainly 
of members of the local oligarchy, merchants and other middling sorts, the 
Confraternity of All Saints was one of countless brotherhoods and individu-
als throughout Spain and the rest of the medieval and early modern West 
that, through wills or charitable donations, brought rich and poor together 
in rituals of feast or funeral.

Although these groups rarely sat at the same table or ate the same food, the 
highly ritualised meals served as symbols of unity, and, through charity and 
commensality, they forged well-regulated social bonds between the middling 
sorts and the poor. Conversely, what the various participants ate and how 
they ate it underscored the ever-widening gulf between the haves and the 
have-nots at the end of the Middle Ages. Not unlike festivals (of which these 
ceremonies were, in a sense, an extension) and mass violence, these celebra-
tory meals articulated the power relations between social orders. And like 
the characteristics of diet, dress, habitat, etiquette and street life, the details 
of these ritual occasions were translated into taxonomies of difference.

Types and amounts of food, ceremonies of eating and dressing, and other 
daily activities were intimately linked to social filiation. They were, as they 
are today, signs of membership in privileged or marginalised groups. This 
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chapter and the next three therefore look closely at the conventions of eat-
ing and drinking, clothing, popular religion, forms of learning and spir-
ituality in order to unveil the patterns of everyday life and the tenor and 
pace of social exchange in the cities and lands of late medieval and early 
modern Spain. These topics have not been always explored in detail for 
Spain, and the information to illuminate these topics must be gleaned from 
scattered sources. The vision we obtain is thus a fragmented one. We catch 
glimpses, vivid ones at times, of life unfolding at a particular moment, in a 
particular place; but, for the most part, we are left with literary representa-
tions, chronicles, testaments and other sources that filter events through 
the prejudices and ideological stances of their writers. At best, we can draw 
composite portraits of particular aspects of peasant life (such as diet), or we 
can offer averages; but seldom do we have the records to depict the real life 
of individual Spaniards (above all from the lower ranks in society) at the 
dawn of modernity.

Eating and drinking

Let us return to the tri-annual dinner of the Confraternity of All Saints. 
Twenty-three extant account books for the period between 1438 and 1469 
supply ample information of their activities. The confraternity was a small 
and select group with only twenty-four members. The banquets grew to a 
much larger number, however, with the inclusion of servants and poor men 
and women. We do not know how much they ate at these ritual meals – 
medieval and early modern people viewed quantity, as well as quality, as 
significant markers of social status. Nonetheless, through Adeline Rucquoi’s 
work, we know what they ate.

The bread and wine, the most important staples of the medieval diet, 
served to the confraternity members differed substantially from the ones 
offered to the servants and the poor. In 1447, at the banquet held on the day 
of All Saints, when masters, servants and the poor sat at the same table, the 
bread for the former cost 30 mrs, while the bread of the poor cost only one-
third of that price. Similarly, the confraternity members insisted on being 
served wine of at least two years’ vintage, whereas the wine brought to the 
servants and the poor was of the most recent vintage. The tables included 
in Rucquoi’s article, which I am summarising here, reveal the chasm sepa-
rating the social orders. In 1439 the cántara (a unit of liquids, around 1.6 
centilitres) of wine that was served to confraternity members cost 80 mrs; 
the same measure bought for the poor was valued less than half at 35 mrs. 
In 1442, the prices were 64 and 24 mrs respectively, and in 1451 they were 
98.6 and 40 mrs. A hypothetical scenario may serve to convey the lopsided 
nature of these ritual protocols. Imagine that, in the name of charity, you 
were to invite servants and poor people to your table, but that throughout 
the meal, in which everyone sat side by side or across from one another, only 
you ate a better-quality bread – or what people in that period thought was 
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better (usually white bread) – and drank a high-quality wine that was served 
from fancier flagons. This enforced difference extended beyond bread and 
wine to the entire feast menu.

What else was consumed at these charitable meals? Chickens, geese, 
capons and other poultry were reserved for the twenty-four confraternity 
members. Meat, usually mutton but sometimes also beef, was the tradi-
tional fare made available to the servants and the poor. If the well-to-do 
attending these feasts yearned for meat, it was served in the forms of veal 
or suckling pigs. Not surprisingly, these same foods are given a place of 
honour in Spain’s present-day diet. Veal, suckling pigs and suckling lambs 
(cordero) – though the latter is not mentioned in the menus of the Confra-
ternity of All Saints – remain the traditional ingredients of festive meals in 
Old Castile. Fish, though consumed in as great a quantity in medieval Spain 
as it is today, appears in the account books only when meals coincided with 
a fast day. Even then, distinctions were adhered to. The rich ate salmon, eel 
and other tasty fishes; the poor made do with dry sardines.

The usual vegetables found in late medieval and early modern diets com-
plemented this traditional fare: onions, asparagus (when in season), egg-
plants. Fruit, dried and fresh, and desserts completed the meal. A selection 
of fruit would include pears, apples, raisins, cherries, oranges, figs and lem-
ons, of which the last three were probably brought north to Valladolid from 
Andalusia. Dessert was confined mainly to rice pudding, the traditional last 
course of medieval Spanish banquets.

Medieval and early modern food, especially that which was served to 
the upper and middle classes, was highly spiced. This was done to enhance 
the taste of the food, but also to preserve it from spoiling and to com-
pensate for lax sanitary conditions and the lack of refrigeration. Apart 
from the ever-present salt and pepper, condiments included garlic, vinegar, 
oregano, parsley, mustard, cinnamon, saffron, clove and ginger. Most of 
these spices came from southern Spain, where the climate allowed for their 
cultivation, or from foreign trade. As shall be seen below, a large variety 
of spices were readily available throughout the peninsula. This availability 
was not limited to major cities such as Seville, Barcelona or Valladolid; 
spices were obtainable in small and insignificant towns and villages. Trav-
ellers could find a vast array of fairly exotic spices just about anywhere 
(see below).

Finally, most of the cooking at the Confraternity of All Saints feasts was 
lard-based. Rucquoi calculates that 97 per cent of the frying and cooking 
was done with lard. Oils, olive oil above all, are barely mentioned in the 
account books. Valladolid was not a region of olive trees, and olive oil, 
which was used far more often in the south, would have been imported 
from those areas. What is noteworthy about lard is its function as an eth-
nic and religious marker. Lard (pork fat) was forbidden food to Jews and 
Muslims, who cooked mostly with olive oil. The peculiar smell of olive 
oil  – ironically, the preferred and most sought-after cooking oil in Spain 
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today – was identified with Jews and Conversos and could, in the troubled 
fifteenth century, lead to stereotyping and violence. The so-called ‘smell of 
the Jews’, which Andrés Bernáldez, a late fifteenth-century chronicler, men-
tions in his vitriolic attacks against Jews and Conversos, was just that: the 
smell of frying with olive oil. The food consumed at the Confraternity of All 
Saints thus not only reiterated the distance between the well-heeled and the 
poor – while simultaneously sowing solidarity through rituals of eating and 
religious observance – but it also reinforced the rift between Christians and 
religious minorities.1

The feasts of the Confraternity of All Saints differed little from ritual 
meals held elsewhere in the Spanish kingdoms, as fulfilments of testamen-
tary legacies or as instantiations of institutional largesse. Variations had 
more to do with geography and climate (more fish in Galicia, the north and 
the Mediterranean; more oil, fruit and spices in the south) than with cultural 
or linguistic divides. In Barcelona, in an earlier period, the cathedral’s chari-
table branch, the Pia Almoina, served the poor the basic food items: bread, 
wine, some types of beef, far more fish than in Valladolid, cheese, eggs, 
condiments and other victuals.2 What the account books do not always tell 
us, however, is how much was served. For the poor, this, in many respects, 
was what mattered most.

Eating revisited: the rich and the poor

The conspicuous consumption of high-quality food (and clothing) is to this 
day an emblem of class and a marker of class conflict. It was much more so 
in late medieval and early modern Europe, but with a twist. In the period 
under discussion, eating a lot was a sign of vaunted status; today, eating 
small portions is a sign of distinction. In Spain, where sumptuary legisla-
tion sought to preserve difference among social orders, prestige and position 
were asserted by copious eating. Contemporary descriptions of festivals and 
literary works emphasise the alimentary largesse of the powerful. They also 
describe how members of the elite would devote themselves to excessive and 
eclectic eating, always in fatuous displays that were meant to confirm rank 
and difference. Louis XIV made an art of gastronomic display; his binges 
are the best example of eating as an exercise in political power. Charles V, 
the great emperor and first Habsburg ruler of Spain, resigned his troubled 
and bankrupted rule in 1556 and then ensconced himself in the austere 
and isolated atmosphere of the monastery at Yuste (in Extremadura). But 
austerity was not what he was about. A man not yet sixty, he brought his 
best cooks to his Extremadurean exile and then proceeded to eat himself 
to death; or so the evil tongues alleged. There was hell to pay for the privi-
lege of overeating: heart disease, gout, constipation and other nasty conse-
quences. Keith Thomas, in his masterful Religion and the Decline of Magic, 
paints a vivid picture of the health problems associated with the indulgent 
ways of early modern elites.3
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This is, of course, very much a modern perspective, for we now know that 
the rough and often meatless diet of the poor was, in a perverse way, health-
ier than that of their masters. Today we eat the coarse breads and prefer the 
lean foods that were scorned half a millennium ago – because we are told 
they are good for us. But in late medieval and early modern Spain, neither 
the rich nor the poor would have listened to these lessons in nutrition. The 
poor would gladly have eaten what their betters ate, even if it killed them. 
And the rich would have considered trading their soft white bread for the 
peasants’ grainy loaves unimaginable.

But how much did they eat? The consumption of food in medieval and 
early modern Europe is, of course, hard to measure, because we do not 
have enough records that would tell us of such things. We can reconstruct 
the patterns of food consumption in specific settings, but these patterns do 
not fully illuminate long-term practices of eating or even the average daily 
intake. Of one thing we can be sure, though: the rich, unless they voluntar-
ily chose poverty and asceticism, ate in excess. And the poor, barring a few 
exceptions, always lived on the edge of hunger. Besides clothing, there was 
no greater marker of social difference in the late Middle Ages and in the 
early modern period than eating. What I would like to do here is to provide 
examples of how much the poor (and the rich) ate at particular events just 
before 1400 and to compare these examples with information we have from 
sixteenth-century documentary and literary sources.

One of the best sources for documenting patterns of feeding the poor and 
for tracking data on what and how much the poor ate are the charitable 
provisions in late medieval wills. Although few wills included such elaborate 
provisions as the ones I discuss here, they nonetheless give us entry into the 
world of elaborate funeral banquets. In 1289, Doña Elvira Alfonso, with 
her children, donated extensive properties in the valley of the Pisuerga river 
to the monastery of Santa María de Aguilar de Campóo. She did this, as 
was customary in testaments of this period, in exchange for a perpetual 
chaplaincy to pray for her soul and those of her family. In addition, she 
ordered that, on the feast day of the Virgin, fifty-four poor people be fed at 
her expense.4 Such charitable legacies were part of a well-established pat-
tern of feeding (and clothing) the poor; they were also a strategic step in the 
complex and all-important quest for spiritual salvation. We find numerous 
examples of testamentary donations aiming to provide food and clothing 
to the poor on specific feast days, or, far more often, on the anniversary 
of the funeral or of the donor’s death. In the moral economy of salvation, 
these acts of charity were investments – very small investments, I  should 
add – that sought as a return the reward of paradise. For the deceased and 
their families, they were also instruments of social glorification. As such, 
they were public events that established social distance between donor and 
recipient.5

Doña Elvira Alfonso’s will provides us with a careful account of what 
and how much was given to the poor. To feed her fifty-four poor people, 
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Doña Elvira allocated 1½ fanegas (unit of measure for grain) of wheat, two 
cántaras of wine, and a piece of mutton for every two of the poor, divid-
ing the sheep into sixteen pieces. Doña Elvira specified wheat bread in her 
will, and that is a significant departure from most testaments. Wheat bread 
was seldom eaten by the poor. Their fare consisted mainly of rye, barley 
and other coarser (and healthier) breads. White wheat bread was practically 
the monopoly of the higher classes, ‘the bread the angels ate’. So, for the 
fifty-four poor men and women sitting at the feast, Doña Elvira’s largesse 
provided a rare opportunity to taste the bread their betters ate.

We do not know exactly what a fanega ‘at the standard measure’ of Agui-
lar de Campóo (that is, a fanega measured by the box kept in the town of 
Aguilar) really amounted to, but at 1.58 bushels per fanega, Doña Elvira’s 
donation represented about 1.4 lb of wheat bread per person, or a loaf of 
bread weighing roughly 1.25 lb (a bit over 500 g). To our own dietary cri-
teria, this may seems like a good, even excessive, amount, but it fell short 
of medieval standards. Little, if anything, was left to take home. Monks in 
monasteries throughout medieval Spain were assigned between 12 and 14 
fanegas of bread per year, which comes out to about 2 lb (almost 1 kg) a 
day, or almost double what the poor were allotted at this particular meal.

Two cántaras of wine yielded around 0.61 litres of wine per person. We 
know from a travel account of 1352 and from monastic inventories of 1338 
that the average wine consumption could be as much as 2 litres a day. Before 
the eager reader begins to experiment which such intake of wine, it is impor-
tant to note that wine was often mixed with water and, with some excep-
tions, it did not have the potency of today’s wines.

According to Fernand Braudel’s great work, The Mediterranean and the 
Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, a sheep yielded an average 
of 11.96 kg of meat in the late sixteenth century.6 In 1289, when Doña 
Elvira’s will was drawn, more than a half-century before the wool trade 
took off, it is possible that the average sheep was even smaller than in the 
sixteenth century. One should also ask: what did Braudel mean by yield in 
meat? In late medieval and early modern Spain, almost every part of the 
animal was eaten – a method of meat consumption that was common in 
Western society until very recently. Viscera, lips, feet, testicles and brains – 
every part of the body provided sustenance to a meat-deprived population. 
If we assume around 11.33 kg of meat per sheep, each of the poor men and 
women received around 0.5 lb of meat at a sitting (which was probably 
reduced by frying or stewing). This was not much, but better than nothing; 
and since the meat was accompanied by greens or, most probably, served in 
a stew, Doña Elvira’s fifty-four poor men and women should have left the 
table, at least once a year, without hunger.

Yet, the cost of such a feast was relatively small. Even including expenses 
for preparation, side dishes and the like, the total budget to feed the poor in 
this particular case would not have been more than 30 mrs. This contrasts 
markedly with the 2,000 mrs given for daily expenses to magnates who 
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attended the king’s court in the early fourteenth century, or with the 150 mrs 
daily allowance for food given, as a sign of austerity, to both the king and 
queen in the mid-thirteenth century.

These figures from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries point to the 
wide gulf that separated rich and poor in medieval Spain. That gulf, if any-
thing, grew wider in succeeding centuries. And there is no evidence that it 
narrowed in the early modern period. On the contrary, the gap between 
social groups, so vivid in terms of clothing and housing (see below), became 
even more poignant in terms of income assigned for food.

Middling sorts, monks and nobles: eating and drinking

Although we know what the destitute ate only on the days they benefited 
from the charity of laymen and ecclesiastics and are forced to imagine how 
inadequate their diet must have been the rest of the year, we do have more 
precise information of the eating habits of other segments of society.

In sections of Libro de buen amor (The Book of Good Love, ca.1337), 
the author Juan Ruiz describes various foods and forms of eating. Nowhere 
is this preoccupation – almost an obsession – with food, a common trope 
in late medieval and early modern literature, more evident than in Ruiz’s 
description of the battle between Lady Lent and Sir Carnality. The lat-
ter’s armies of succulent hams, partridges and other delectable foods are 
opposed, and eventually defeated, by the austere troops of Lent: dry fish, 
beans and foods associated with vigils and fasting. Although Ruiz’s gusta-
torial allegory does not bring us any closer to knowing the actual diet of 
specific social classes, it dramatises the popular perception of what consti-
tuted a great meal by comparing it with the lean offerings of Lent. Notwith-
standing the religious context of the opposition (Carnival versus Lent), the 
imaginary depictions of sumptuous banquets and abundantly available rich 
foods form part of a well-established peasant tradition of eating fantasies, 
harking back in folk memory to utopian visions of paradise and the land of 
Cockaigne (jauja, in Spanish).7 This topos is found again and again in the 
late medieval literature of Spain and other European countries; it is also 
represented artistically, most notably in Brueghel’s memorable painting of 
Carnival being trounced by Lent.

The Book of Good Love does finally give us a sense of the actual diet of 
the working poor in its description of two meals that the archpriest of Hita 
(Juan Ruiz) enjoyed while crisscrossing the Central Sierras. The first one is 
an idealised account. The female toll-keeper at the mountain pass of Malan-
gosto takes the cold and famished archpriest to her hut. There, warmed 
by an oak log fire, Juan Ruiz is fed ‘plenty of rabbit meat, good roasted 
partridges, poorly kneaded bread, good kid meat, a big measure of wine [a 
quartero], lots of cow’s butter, plenty of cheese for toasting, milk, cream, 
and a trout’. And that is not all, for the loving embraces of the sturdy toll-
collector followed the meal. We should not take this menu too seriously. It 
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is obviously a fanciful account, a gastronomic (and sexual) fantasy that Ruiz 
indulged in, away from the constraints of ecclesiastical discipline (not that 
priests or monks ate badly at all!).8 And it suggests the very opposite: that 
Ruiz ate very poorly on his journeys across the mountains.

At Tablada, on his way back across the mountain pass of Fuenfría, 
another woman lodges him, but this time the ‘rye bread was sooty and 
dark, the wine poor, sharp, and watered’. Apart from that, he is handed 
only some ‘salted meat, goat’s cheese, and bran bread’. Here we come closer 
to the fare of the peasants and working poor: coarse bread, watered wine, 
some meat from time to time (either mutton or pork), a smattering of greens 
and vegetables and cheese.9

Monks, on the other hand, ate much better. To eat like a monk meant 
eating well in the late Middle Ages, and monks and priests are often icono-
graphically represented as fat. In 1338, the records of northern Castile’s 
Benedictine monasteries show that allotments for feeding the monks consti-
tuted one of the most important entries in the monastic budget. Departing 
from the earlier strictures of St. Benedict’s rule, these Castilian monasteries 
served meat at their tables around 160 days in the year. At the monastery 
of San Pedro de Cardeña, fish was served every day, together with a course 
of meat. Eggs appeared three times a week on the menu of Santo Domingo 
de Silos. Vegetables, fruit and of course large quantities of wine (more than 
2 litres per monk per day), and 1 kg (2.2 lb) of bread per monk completed 
their rather gargantuan intake.10

Again, at the risk of being repetitive, it is to be noted that the monks who 
ate so well gave a pittance of their income to charity and fed the poor food 
that was inferior in quality and quantity. How ubiquitously these dispari-
ties were enacted can be verified in the account of two merchants travelling 
in 1352 from Estella, the capital of the kingdom of Navarre, to Seville, in 
southern Spain. Twenty-six employees and servants accompanied the mer-
chants. The latter and some of their more important employees, ten alto-
gether, rode on mules; the rest of the company walked. On the long journey 
across Spain, they ate goat, fish, beef, chicken, kid, bacon, beans, cheese, 
lettuce, horseradishes and, as condiments, oil, garlic, vinegar, mustard, pep-
per and prepared sauces, plus the omnipresent portions of wine and bread. 
Cherries, nuts, almonds and other fruits made for dessert. The chickens and 
the kid meat were reserved for the two merchants; a stew with bacon and 
beans (favas) was prepared for the servants.11 This was also the case of mer-
chants travelling from Pamplona (Navarre) to the Castilian cities of Vitoria 
and Salvatierra in 1368. During that voyage, even the wine purchased for 
the bourgeois leading the company was of better quality than that which 
was bought for the rest of the company.12

So far, we have kept close to the diet of peasants, middling sorts (includ-
ing monks) and the poor in the period before 1400. It may be useful to 
shift our attention to the eating habits of the powerful to see whether or 
not the diet of all groups changed over time and to ascertain how norms of 
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eating (and dressing) articulated social difference and hierarchy in a later 
period. Extant sources give us several entries to the consumption frenzies of 
the Spanish elites. Literary works often provide evocative representations of 
fictional meals and/or banquets; and although they are essentially literary 
tropes, they reflect the eating practices of the upper classes. Far more impor-
tant, they capture the moments in which eating became a site for both social 
interaction and segregation. Finally, sumptuary laws, accounts of expenses 
for naval crews and prisoners, and other such sources provide us with a 
prescriptive sense of how much food was actually allotted to individuals 
according to their work and social class.

In the ordinances of the Castilian cortes of 1351, during the period of 
deep crisis that followed the Black Death, Peter I  established that, when 
invited by either cities or the masters of the Military Orders, his hosts were 
to provide him and his court with a daily allotment of 45 sheep (valued at 
8 mrs each) and, on days of vigil, 22 dozens of dry fish (12 mrs per dozen), 
and 90 mrs worth of fresh fish. In addition, the hosts were expected to 
supply a cow and a half, 20 pigs, 60 chickens, 75 cántaras of wine, 1,500 
loaves of bread and 60 fanegas of barley. The queen was to receive a similar 
apportionment for herself and her court.13 Clearly, a visit from the royal 
court was a crushing affair; but although these abundant quantities of food 
were to feed the entire royal cortège, they were regarded as parsimonious 
by the king and his retinue. We do not know how many courtiers, serv-
ants and other officials in the fourteenth century accompanied the kings in 
their peripatetic wanderings across their realms, but it is clear that the royal 
household consumed large amounts of a limited range of food. As always, 
what set the classes apart was the abundance of food and the consumption 
of meat and fish. In this respect, royal visits throughout the realm – very 
much like festivals – generated a special kind of social dynamic. On the one 
hand, even when it was not an elaborate royal entry, royal visits spawned a 
generous food supply chain that had an immediate effect on the diet of the 
poor. On the other hand, after the king left, the community was likely to be 
so depleted that hard times would prevail for a while – for the lower social 
groups – until the community recovered from its extravagant expenditures.

Banquets, community and difference

The king and queen, and magnates and prelates closest to the ruler, ate a 
far more exotic fare than the rest of their household. The evidence stems 
largely from exceptional occasions. The banquet for the crowning of Ferdi-
nand of Antequera as king of the Crown of Aragon in 1412, for example, 
displayed a combination of very elaborate foods, such as pheasants and 
bird pies. This particular banquet featured sumptuous aesthetic flourishes: 
golden griffins, elaborate tableaux, live birds flying from within pies and 
other ornate courses.14 Ultimately, a meal’s setting and adornments were, in 
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certain circles, even more significant in establishing social distinction than 
the quantity or even quality of the food being served.

At the coronation feasts of Fernando de Antequera, the newly elected 
king of the Crown of Aragon, the displays were meant to stress the superi-
ority of the king’s position over that of his subjects. Similarly, in depicting 
the great festivals sponsored by the constable Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo 
in Jaén in the 1460s (see above, Chapters 5 and 6), the chronicler empha-
sises not only the amount of food and the constable’s largesse, but also the 
luxurious service – plates, silverware, glasses and serving tables – that distin-
guished the occasion. In reality, these descriptions in Hechos del condestable 
Don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo sought to convey to the readers of the chroni-
cle – just as the constable’s displays did to the people in Jaén – the remark-
able richness of these festive displays. Although the distribution of chickens, 
eggs, wine and other victuals to the people of the city brought together high 
and low in ceremonies of commensality, the splendid service, the silver and 
gold of the plate settings and dinnerware, served as markers of difference.15

But eating together – holding banquets for festive or mournful occasions – 
served an important social function. Hilario Casado Alonso describes the 
banquets organised by small rural communities in fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Spain. Even in small villages (50 to 100 inhabitants), the villagers 
gathered at specific times of the year (the feast days of the town and other 
festive days). These banquets, from which women and single men were 
excluded (the latter sometimes being allowed to attend but not to speak), 
were held in the village church, on the church’s porch, in a square, in the 
cemetery or in an open meadow near the village. The community paid for 
the cost of the banquets, and the villagers were offered a set menu. At Arcos, 
the menu included an appetizer, roasted meat, a stew or pot-au-feu, des-
sert, bread and wine. At Mahamud, in 1511, the portions allotted to each 
villager in attendance consisted of half a quarter of mutton ragout, 2 lb of 
bread, and 3 cuartillos of wine (around 504 millilitres per cuartillo). The 
banquets, as Casado Alonso has observed, helped maintain peace and unity 
among the villagers.16

While fostering a notion of egalitarianism among the participants – who all 
ate the same kind and amount of food – village banquets also reaffirmed hier-
archical inequalities between men and women, and between old and young. 
The banquets’ chief role was to reinforce a sense of community among heads-
of-household and property owners in the village and to unite villagers when 
they needed to renegotiate terms with their lords – as was the case in Arcos, 
where a feast was held as the peasants met their lord’s representative. Other-
wise, banquets offered men a ceremonial and joyful setting for discussing the 
affairs of the village, without the presence of women or the young.

We have been moving slowly from small samples to larger gatherings to 
discern what and how much the different social classes ate. Francis Bru-
mont’s detailed study of the peasants of Old Castile during the reign of 
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Philip II can serve as a guide to the everyday diet of peasants in late medi-
eval and early modern Spain.17 His is a far more realistic rendering of the 
actual diet of peasants than those suggested by the exceptional meals at 
funerals, confraternity feasts or the charitable legacies of Spanish wills. Bru-
mont’s evidence, however, also confirms the accuracy of the sources listed 
above and of literary works. According to Brumont, the basic peasant diet 
consisted of about 500 g of bread (a bit over 1 lb) per day. This bread was 
mostly wheat (coarse grains, but also mixed with rye). The peasant diet in 
northern Castile included meat at a daily average of between 20 and 35 g. 
These minuscule portions reflect the sporadic eating of meat. In the Bureba, 
the area of northern Castile studied by Brumont, 50 per cent of the meat 
was pork, 35 per cent mutton and 15 per cent beef. Other items completed 
the rural menu: cheeses, some poultry (for well-to-do peasants), eggs, leg-
umes and fish. Wine consumption ranged between 1 and 2 litres.18

These averages come from a rather prosperous area in northern Castile; 
the portions and the kind of grain used to make bread changed according 
to topography and climatic conditions, as did the proportion of pork to 
mutton (more mutton in the South, less wheat in Galicia and so on). Thus 
Denis Menjot’s description of eating in fifteenth-century Murcia (southeast 
Spain) shows the same reliance on bread, meat (mostly mutton) and wine. 
But unlike in the North, where lard was preferred for frying and cook-
ing, in Murcia olive oil was almost universally used for cooking, a reflec-
tion of the abundance of olive trees and the lesser importance of pigs in 
the region. After all, Murcia had been a Muslim stronghold into the thir-
teenth century.19 These averages from the late sixteenth century cast light on 
the permanence and uniformity of diets – certainly the diet of lower social 
groups – over time, and show how basic staples and proportions were kept 
fairly unchanged, even in places such as the New World, where circum-
stances and the availability of other staples (maize, chiles, bread, fruit and 
other native products) dictated different eating practices. But how one eats 
is one of the most resilient cultural markers in human history.

Carla Phillips’s genial book Six Galleons for the King of Spain offers a 
superb description of men at sea sailing in the great fleets that linked Spain 
to the New World and to the Philippine Islands in the early seventeenth 
century. Diet and etiquette on board left a great deal to be desired. Sail-
ors received about 1.5 lb of hard biscuits, for bread spoiled quickly; but 
biscuits, too, fermented and spoiled on long journeys. They drank about  
2 pints daily, though the wine was often watered down. Phillips has rendered 
her findings in most useful tables (see Table 9.1), which show that, in the 
king’s galleons, the crew (not the officers) had nineteen meat days (mostly 
salted pork, about 6 ounces daily), nine fish days (dried cod, 6 ounces), 
and three cheese days (6 ounces) every month. In addition, rice, chickpeas, 
olive oil and vinegar complemented their monotonous and highly danger-
ous, spoilage-prone diet. Yet, Phillips has calculated that the daily caloric 
and protein intake was higher than the recommended daily allowance for 
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Table 9.1 � Summary of caloric intake of Spanish sailors in the early seventeenth century

Type of foods Calories Protein (grams)

Meat days (19/month) 4,130.30 77.09
Fish days (9/month) 3,743.00 209.81
Cheese days (3/month) 3,608.98 108.55
Daily average 3,967.41 118.67
Recommended daily allowance (for moderately 

active male, 143 lb)
3,000.00 37.00

Phillips, Carla Rahn. Six Galleons for the King of Spain: Imperial Defense in the Early Sev-
enteenth Century. pp. 241, Table 14. © 1986 Johns Hopkins University Press. Reprinted with 
permission of Johns Hopkins University Press.

a modern active male. The food may not always have been pleasant, but 
it was more than enough. Of course, these figures reflect the intake of the 
crews; ship captains and officers ate separately and better.

The high caloric content of the late medieval and early modern diet  – 
at least for those who ate regularly – is a troubling subject indeed. I have 
already commented on the consequences of such types of diet, especially for 
the upper classes. Fat intake in the Spanish galleons amounted to about 120 
g per day. It was probably worse for the upper classes. Those at the bot-
tom of society fluctuated between the occasional feast and everyday hunger. 
Menjot reports intakes of about 6,500 calories per day for each of the forty 
magistrates of the city of Murcia attending one of their official banquets. 
But the prisoners in Murcia received, at least in theory, a daily intake of 
4,500 calories: 1.4 kg of bread, 40 g of meat and other victuals. The figures 
provided by Phillips, Menjot and others stand in sharp contrast to contem-
porary literary representations of scarcity, to the frequent crises of subsist-
ence and to the actual famines that, together with plagues and excessive 
taxation, were the scourge of Spain from the late sixteenth century onwards.

Literary representations and etiquette

Norbert Elias’s remarkable book The Civilizing Process describes the role 
that etiquette and manners played in constructing discourses of difference 
and in marking the transition from medieval ‘feudal’ institutions to the cen-
tralised monarchies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Baldassare 
Castiglioni’s famous The Courtier, which was translated, avidly read and 
imitated by the upper social groups throughout Western Europe, set codes 
of behaviour, etiquette and dressing for the nobility and for those aspiring to 
the genteel life.20 These rules of civility, to paraphrase Jacques Revel, formed 
part of an intense effort to control social intercourse in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.21 How one moved one’s hands, how one behaved, 
how one ate became signs of specific social filiation and established differ-
ences between the civilised and the vulgar, the elegant and the uncouth.22
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Spain was not exempt from these developments. From the mid-thirteenth 
century onwards, legal codes and literary models sought to establish norms 
of behaviour and table manners for the king, the court and the high nobility.23 
Literary forms such as fifteenth-century chronicles also provided elaborate 
descriptions of eating and dressing. I will discuss the latter below; for now 
it suffices to say that these narratives served as models of decorous public 
behaviour for the dominant social groups. Romances, which flourished in 
the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, were a veritable source of conduct 
standards and manners. As Huizinga has shown for northern Europe in The 
Autumn of the Middle Ages and Martín de Riquer has done for Spain,24 books 
of chivalry often recounted the actual feats of knights-errant. And knights-
errant often imitated the fictional deeds described in books of chivalry, thus 
generating a circularity of tropes whereby art imitated life and vice versa.

At court, Ferdinand and Isabella commissioned a manual to regulate the 
organisation and etiquette at the household of the heir (the Infante Don 
Juan). It set the standard for how to serve at the table, how to dress and 
how to tend to the heir at the throne. By order of Charles V, this book of 
etiquette, El libro de la cámara Real del Principe Don Juan e officios de su 
casa e servicio ordinario, was reissued for the use of his son and heir, the 
future Philip II. The prospective king grew up with codes of etiquette and 
court behaviour that went back to the end of the fifteenth century. Court 
ritual – the formal etiquette and demeanour that had become de rigueur in 
the presence of royals and their heirs – remained unchanged for over fifty 
years. On the other hand, the Habsburgs also brought with them a great 
deal of the court ceremonial they had inherited from the great dukes of 
Burgundy, their ancestors who ruled what was also their ancestral home.

El libro de la cámara was one of several manuals that formulated the 
conventions of eating and drinking among the upper classes. In books and 
in real practice, the ritualization of eating and serving – a widespread phe-
nomenon throughout Western Europe – was, as Allard has argued in her 
description of the Libro de cámara, an exchange between the king and the 
aristocracy, between the king and foreign visitors, between the king and his 
people.25 It was an exchange that replicated the didactic programme of royal 
entries, Corpus Christi processions, and other festive displays. The rituals 
of eating (and dressing) and the codification of etiquette and manners made 
their way from the court to the upper levels of the middling sorts in clearly 
defined gradations. This set of behaviours became a model for all those 
aspiring to gentility and an emblem of social identification.

Literary representations of eating

It may not be an exaggeration to argue that a large portion of late medi-
eval and early modern Spanish literature and art was about food, and 
about eating and drinking. In an earlier part of this chapter, I have referred 
to the descriptions of meals and foods that appear in the Libro de buen 

 



Eating and dressing  237

amor. Other fifteenth- and sixteenth-century chronicles and travel accounts 
describe food and banquets on numerous occasions. The Hechos del con-
destable don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, often quoted in these pages, is one 
of our foremost examples of the intense concern with food and with the 
representation of food for political purposes.

None of these sources, however, portray the centrality of food as poign-
antly as the picaresque novel, a genre that advanced a dark, but humorous, 
and bitter critique of Spanish society. Lazarillo de Tormes, the pioneer and 
quintessential picaresque narrative, is mostly about the long struggle of its 
eponymous hero to feed himself. We move from the spartan and meagre fare 
of the avaricious cleric who methodically starves his servant Lázaro, to the 
kind knight, all fake elegance and manners, who partakes of the alms and 
food offerings that his servant Lázaro has begged for in the street. Lazarillo 
de Tormes is a narrative of scarcity, of exasperating hunger, of the difficulty 
of eating a square meal in Imperial Spain. In the end, Lázaro consciously 
becomes a cuckolded husband in return for the rewards of false respectabil-
ity and daily meals.26

The text of Don Quijote similarly oscillates between hunger and excess. 
Although the Knight of the Sorrowful Figure, nourished by ethereal and 
knightly illusions, gives food little or no thought, his servant, Sancho Panza 
(the name Panza, belly, is significant), thinks mostly of where to get his 
next meal. In Don Quijote, Cervantes offers the reader a culinary journey 
through Spain. Sheep herders and cattlemen share their humble fare with the 
two heroes. Inns along the roadway provide regional types of victuals. The 
castles and well-to-do houses, where they are welcomed as guests, offer sol-
ace from the trials of the road. Poor Sancho always gets close to the food but 
is seldom destined to enjoy it, for his master invariably wrenches him from 
the table to embark on another mad adventure. But none of Cervantes’s 
scenes approached – in lavishness of detail – his description of Camacho’s 
fabled feast, as good a representation of early seventeenth century ideas 
about food and eating as there is.

The feast of Camacho, el rico (the rich)

In the second volume of Don Quijote, Cervantes tells one of the many 
stories within his main narrative that give the book such a rich texture. 
Chapters 19 to 21 describe in luxurious detail the feast given by Camacho 
‘the rich’, a wealthy farmer (labrador), in honour of his impeding marriage 
to Quetaria ‘the beautiful’. Relatives, friends, all the villagers and travel-
lers, including Don Quixote and Sancho, are invited to partake of the feast, 
which takes place on an open meadow. The fantastic nature of the event, 
with elaborate tableaux, dances, songs and abundant outpouring of lyrical 
poetry celebrating the marriage of wealth and beauty, served to spotlight the 
innumerable types of food that had been prepared for the delectation of the 
guests in gargantuan amounts.
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The story has entered popular speech in Spain, and to say ‘as rich as 
Camacho’ is to imply great wealth. This was not the forbidding or dis-
tant wealth of the upper classes, but that of a farmer who, in his prosper-
ity, lorded over his fellow villagers while remaining within the same social 
order. The feast of Camacho constitutes yet another rendition of the land 
of Cockaigne; in this version Sancho is our tour guide. The tour begins 
with the sense of smell, with the aroma of the food, and it is followed by 
the visual splendour of an entire calf being slowly roasted on a spit and of 
immense pots in which whole lambs are stewing. Hares, hens, game birds, 
endless quantities of good wine, white bread, oil, honey and cheeses are 
‘lined up like a wall’. And over fifty cooks, ‘all very clean’, tend to the needs 
of the improvised open-air kitchen.

Sancho’s first sortie produces three hens and two geese, which he sets him-
self to eating with relish. The fact that Quetaria ends up marrying (through 
cunning deception) the young, handsome and poor Basilio, leaving Camacho 
and all his wealth standing at the altar, does not affect the eating. Camacho, 
recognising his defeat, turns his own feast into a celebration of Quetaria 
and Basilio’s wedding. Sancho, who wisely sided with the purveyor of food, 
has nothing but praise for the rich Camacho on the day in which, after 
many frustrations, he can finally eat to his heart’s (and belly’s) content. Don 
Quixote, always partial to romance, delights in the events and tastes none 
of the food.27 Cervantes ironically reminds the reader here of the difference 
between knight and peasant: the former dreams of heroic pursuits; the latter 
thinks only of pleasing his stomach.

Clothing and difference

Like eating, dress – the fashion, above all fabrics and colours, that distin-
guished high and low, men and women – formed part of an important social 
code. Clothing was a continuous reminder to all – in the streets of towns, 
in court or in the context of festivals – of differences in rank, occupation, 
gender and wealth. In many respects, early modern Spain was quite differ-
ent from other parts of Western Europe. Whereas it had shared with other 
European nations the medieval predilection for vivid colours and for the 
almost scandalous and riotous mixture of these vivid colours, by the six-
teenth century, the Spanish Habsburg court, borrowing from its Burgundian 
ancestry, chose black (and white) as their emblematic colours of power. El 
Greco’s portraits of aristocrats and merchants, and those of other sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century artists, reflect the austerity of taste and the sharp 
contrast between the exuberant tastes of other parts of Europe and that 
of early modern Spanish elites. But that, of course, was just another form 
of affectation, and another discourse of difference. Colonial administrators 
and well to do members of the indigenous elites in the New World also fol-
lowed peninsular fashion. Although painted in the eighteenth century, the 
so-called casta paintings show splendidly the relationship between social 
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filiation, race and fashion. As a gloss to these representations, the casta 
paintings also reflect the social mobility that occurs when marriage of mem-
bers of the creole elites (usually white) with natives or those of African 
descent allowed their children to move from what was then considered a 
racially lower social standing to a higher one.28

Sumptuary laws

Our best guide to the social distance that was inscribed in matters of clothing 
can be found in the sumptuary laws. Starting in the mid-thirteenth century – 
when the first serious sequence of cortes (parliamentary) records were logged – 
sumptuary laws, whether in Castile or in the Crown of Aragon, sought first and 
foremost to limit excesses. They were restrictive measures that aimed to pre-
vent conspicuous consumption by all social groups within the Spanish realms. 
But sumptuary laws were also clear attempts to contain social mobility and to 
block the perceived permeability of social orders.29 In previous chapters, we 
have seen that crossing social boundaries was not impossible. Wealth, which 
came to merchants and masters of artisan trades in the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, was the yeast of social change. It fostered ambitions among 
the middling sorts that posed a serious challenge to the hierarchical arrange-
ment of society. Furthermore, in Spain, a land with large religious minorities, 
the problem of identifying a Muslim or a Jew – who often looked just like a 
Christian – depended entirely on differences in clothing, hair style and other 
ethnic and religious markers.

It is not a coincidence, therefore, that the first sumptuary laws sought 
to construct categories of dressing, colours and styles that would ease the 
job of distinguishing between noble and bourgeois, between Christian and 
non-Christian. Sumptuary laws did not deter the bourgeois from engaging 
in fatuous displays, nor did it discourage Jews or, to a lesser extent, Moors 
from dressing as Christians. Nonetheless, these laws, which codified a sys-
tem of social segregation, purposefully attempted to keep all social orders, 
especially the middling sorts, in their proper places.

Certain assumptions were explicit in the sumptuary legislation of the late 
Middle Ages. First, there was a belief that fabrics such as scarlet cloth, silk 
and certain furs (ermine, for example) were imbued with aesthetic and sym-
bolic values that made them the domain of the upper classes. Some colours 
of fabrics, gold, silver and scarlet red among others, were also to be restricted 
to those on the higher social tiers. This was not merely because these col-
ours were pleasing to late medieval Spanish and European sensibilities, but 
because – as with specific fabrics – they had become emblematic of power. 
In fact, these colours had become associated with royal or ecclesiastical dig-
nity, and often, as in the case of scarlet red, with high municipal office. For 
example, in 1440, when the Infanta Doña Blanca entered Burgos on the way 
to her disastrous wedding with Prince Henry (later Henry IV), the municipal 
officials received her outside the city gates all dressed in scarlet red. Second, 
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sumptuary legislation signalled the Crown’s growing power to regulate life, 
or at least its ambition to control particular aspects of everyday life.

Missing from most of these sumptuary laws are references to the lower 
social groups: the poor and the marginalised. This is not because there was 
no desire to control them, but because many of the relevant fabrics, col-
ours, furs and food items were anyway unattainable by the majority of the 
population. About 80–85 per cent of Spain’s population in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries dressed in undyed cloth – mainly cotton, rough wool, 
burlap, serge, sackcloth, and other inexpensive fabrics. Most people in the 
Middle Ages dressed in variations of light-brown, monochrome tones, which 
they seldom changed over the course of the year. Sometimes, as the wills that 
made provisions to feed and clothe the poor show, the testator insisted on 
supplying woollen clothing to the poor; but these were exceptions to the 
rule. As the casta paintings show, this pattern of colour classification was 
still present in the eighteenth century. Those in the lower social ranks (and 
in the race classificatory schemes of this particular type of paintings) were 
depicted wearing clothing markedly different in colour from those of their 
betters.

The workings of sumptuary legislation in the fifteenth century

A long tradition of active sumptuary legislation, from 1252 to the mid-
fourteenth century, sought to earmark certain fabrics, colours and foods for 
the exclusive use of elite social groups, while barring their use by the mid-
dling sorts (the bourgeois; the lower nobility), Jews or Moors. In 1494, and 
almost every year afterwards until 1499, the Catholic Monarchs restricted 
the use of brocade, gold cloth, fabrics embroidered in gold and silver, silk 
and other expensive items. They did this to decrease their subjects’ lavish 
personal expenditures as well as to alleviate the deficit that stemmed from 
the import of luxury items. But legislation also sought to stop the ‘disor-
der’ that ‘unregulated fashion’ wreaked on the social order of the realm. 
The royal edict of 1499, which obviously came on the heels of previously 
ignored edicts, responded to the cortes’ request for relief from the social 
mayhem that it attributed to the indiscriminate donning of fabrics and col-
ours. These were to be restricted to the socially prominent, and in this par-
ticular case to the procurators of the cortes themselves.30

We should not be deceived by these restrictions, however. What was 
forbidden with one hand was permitted with the other. From the mid-
fourteenth century onwards, royal ordinances and the cortes’ legislation, 
while seeking to keep the social orders hierarchically fixed, granted exemp-
tions that in fact circumvented official attempts to create strict codes of 
dressing. The greatest beneficiaries of these exemptions were the middling 
sorts (mainly their wives) and the Jews. The issue of fabric and colour 
use thus became another site of contestation, another arena in which the 
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power of wealth sought to obliterate the privilege of birth (and did so quite 
successfully).31

The feasts of 1428 revisited

Several years ago, I examined in detail the ritual and symbolic elements of a 
cycle of festivities that took place in Valladolid in 1428. These events are men-
tioned briefly at the opening of Chapter 5; here I wish to highlight the sym-
bolic deployment of clothing. The festivals are of particular interest because 
the main protagonists  – the kings of Castile and Navarre and the Infante 
Don Enrique – though members of the same royal family, the Trastámaras, 
represented almost all the different political divisions of Iberia in the early 
fifteenth century: Castile, Navarre, and the Crown of Aragon. Their choice of 
symbolic colours and fabrics reveal a common culture, a broad understand-
ing of the political and social meanings that were attached to specific items of 
clothing. Contemporary accounts of these and similar events also reflect the 
greater responsiveness of chroniclers, from the end of the fourteenth century 
to the end of the early modern period, to these kinds of displays.

Whether in travel accounts, chronicles, poems or popular romances of 
the fifteenth century, descriptions of clothing, fabrics and colours of the 
vestments leap out at us by their elaborateness. The first extensive private 
chronicle written in Castile in the fifteenth century, Hechos del condestable 
don Miguel Lucas de Iranzo, is nothing more than a careful depiction of 
festivals and of the garments and colours that the constable wore in his 
daily parading about the streets of Jaén. In detailing the constable’s wed-
ding, the chronicler lists a careful inventory of the garments Don Miguel 
Lucas de Iranzo wore for more than a week. Each item of dress, each colour, 
was designed for specific effect; each fabric told a particular message about 
power, about the relationship of the constable to his subjects in Jaén, to the 
Church and to the king.32

In reading fashion – or feasts – as texts, it is not surprising to find that 
concerted efforts were taken to display certain symbols. In Valladolid in 
May 1428, in what was high political theatre, the king of Castile, John II, 
and his redoubtable foes (and cousins), the Infantes of Aragon, wore clothes 
of scarlet red, gold, silver and green (representing the Castilian monarch as 
king of May, or as king of the woods) and flew banners of red and white (the 
colours of the Crusade and the reconquest, which were associated with the 
martial role of Castilian royalty). In the long festive cycle, the king of Castile 
wore a diadem covered with butterflies, marched to the joust preceded by a 
muzzled bear and lion, and concluded the cycle of appearances dressed in 
white, in the guise of God the father. As indicated in Chapter 5, these were 
public spectacles, and most of the common people in attendance, dressed 
in their drab and humble clothing, understood the significance and didactic 
purposes of these displays.33
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Sixteenth-century accounts

The descriptions of the royal entries and of the festivities of the power-
ful – including the great autos-de-fe and Corpus Christi processions – also 
included elaborate accounts of dress and colours. This was the case even in 
an age when the Spanish monarchs forsook the elaborate garments of their 
English and French counterparts. In 1560, when Philip II married Isabelle of 
Valois, a French princess, in Guadalajara, one of the chroniclers commented 
on how, in one of their visits to pay respects to the queen, the French wore 
no embroidered clothing; they were thus not ‘worth mentioning’. He did, 
however, take meticulous notice of the gold chains (from Peru) sported by 
many of the courtiers, and above all the lavish garments worn by the king 
and queen. For his wedding outfit, Philip II, untypically, wore white stock-
ings and a white jerkin with gold, a French-made garment in purple velvet 
with gold and precious jewels, and a black hat with white feathers. The 
queen came ‘dressed in the French fashion’, with a wide skirt of silver cloth, 
furs and a cloak of black velvet with precious jewels and pearls.34 Today, 
one may think this the nadir of bad taste; but then what will the twenty-fifth 
century think of our own fashions?

When in the same year Isabella, now fully the queen of Spain, entered 
Toledo – one of the realm’s most important urban centres – in her first royal 
entry, the city held elaborate feasts in her honour. The feasts lasted several 
days, with the usual profusion of ceremonial arches, theatrical displays, the 
running of bulls, dancing and processions by artisan crafts, civic and eccle-
siastical authorities, in exhaustive demonstrations of the city’s loyalty. The 
accounts of these events tell us how each corporate group dressed from top 
to bottom, and the types of garments, colours and fabrics they used. We 
thus learn how all the participants dressed: municipal officials, familiars of 
the Inquisition, Mint functionaries, members of the Santa Hermandad, and 
other worthies.35 Considering that the king had just had his own official 
reception shortly before, the city must have been financially wrecked; but its 
tailors, weavers, and others engaged in the clothing trade would have prof-
ited mightily. For the people of Toledo, however, the lesson in social order 
would have been at least as important: as they lined up along the streets, 
they could see the ranking of official dignitaries and learn, through fabrics 
and colours, the hierarchical character of power.

This was not very different from the parade of ‘honoured citizens’ in Bar-
celona, who moved as a group along the narrow streets of the Barrio Gótico, 
or from the fancy knights of the Confraternity of Santiago in Burgos, who 
marched annually through the city in elaborate costumes and on spirited 
horses. Their processions were displays of power, reiterations of social dif-
ference. Imagine what it would have meant for a humble urban dweller to 
see, once or more times a year, a parade of knights, all dressed up in expen-
sive fabrics and vivid colours, riding great horses, the animals themselves 
covered with elaborate and attractive cloths. The knights carried lances, 
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their waists girded by swords. Their horses’ vestments and their shields bore 
the colours and markings of their lineage. Symbols such as the coat-of-arms 
served to reaffirm their social status and political power within the city. 
And, of course, the people came out in throngs to see the parade of knights. 
In awe, envy and probably unconscious anger, they gazed upon their betters. 
It was a spectacle not unlike those described in Chapters 5 and 6; similarly, 
it taught lessons of distance and difference.

In truth, all social echelons were colour- and fashion-coded, starting with 
the florid displays of the mighty; even austere rulers such as Philip II knew 
that a certain type of clothing was expected of him on his wedding day. Reli-
gious orders were recognisable (and often identified) by the colours of their 
robes. The liturgy of the mass itself was colour-coded. The changing hues of 
the celebrants’ cassocks and surplices taught believers about the nature of 
holidays and the liturgical season, indicating whether they were celebratory 
or mournful. Jews, until 1492, were forced to wear a yellow circle on their 
clothing. Moriscos, by choice, wore their own traditional garments. Ironi-
cally, one of the charges hurled at them was that they dressed differently 
from Christians, and among the 1560s regulations that led to the Alpujar-
ras revolt was an ordinance enjoining Moriscos to abandon their traditional 
clothing. The law commanded prostitutes to wear identifying colours, fab-
rics and headgear. The priests’ mistresses (barraganas) were equally ordered 
to wear specific colours and types of clothing. And variations of folk festive 
colours (black, red and white) marked the important events in city and vil-
lage life.

Moreover, fashion and colours – certainly among the upper classes and 
the middling sorts – were far from static. French, Italian and Burgundian 
fashions deeply influenced how people dressed. The extant documents and 
literary sources almost always identified the provenance of the fashion: 
‘dressed in the French style’, ‘dressed in the Spanish style’, in the ‘Moorish 
style’, and so forth. The choice in colours changed rapidly; it was a society, 
at the top and in the middle, as conscious of style and fashion as ours.36

Underlying all these sumptuary codes, however, lay the fear of pollu-
tion, the fear of the too-easily-mixing social classes, and the fear of cohe-
sive minority religious groups. These injunctions were like dams hopelessly 
attempting to stop up the social porosity and confusion created by wealth, 
conversion, geographical mobility and the opportunities provided by impe-
rial policies.

Seventeenth-century sources

Most of what applies to the sixteenth century may also describe the icono-
graphic and literary representations found in the seventeenth century. In 
Chapter 11, a new chapter, I  turn to plays and poetry to draw a portrait 
of Spanish society in the seventeenth century, but here a few points ought 
to be made. First, that after Philip II’s death, the royal family withdrew in 
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an increased fashion from the public gaze. Those events that had called for 
the king, his family, or for the heirs to the throne to become the centre of 
public attention became replaced by what historians have described as ‘the 
absent king’. That absence was not necessarily from administrative matters, 
even though Philip III (1528–1621), Philip IV (1621–1665) and Charles II 
(1665–1700), the three kings that ruled throughout the entire seventeenth 
century, turned to favourites (validos) and depended on their advice (not 
always disinterested) and guidance in mounting dependence. The kings 
became absent from important ceremonial events even from the high aris-
tocracy. That was the case for the festivities marking Philip IV’s ascent to the 
throne of the Spanish realms in 1621. Festivities were held in Madrid and 
elsewhere, linking the strategic points of the Spanish capital – the monastery 
of the Jerónimos, the Plaza Mayor, the convent of the Discalced Carmel-
ites and the royal power, but the king was absent, allowing surrogates to 
announce and celebrate his claims to the crown.

In the paucity of such information the royal paintings of the period, 
mostly by Velázquez, are reflective of the type of clothing chosen by the 
king and his family (or in this case by the painter) as to how to be repre-
sented. Not only are some of Philip IV’s formal portraits uncompromising 
in depicting the king’s physique, but the formal attire is, with some excep-
tions in equestrian depictions, particularly sombre, reflecting the growing 
popularity of black. So is the reflected image of the king in Velázquez’s Las 
Meninas, where the males represented on the canvas – from the painter, the 
male attendants, to the image of the kingdom as reflected in the mirror – 
emphasised the austerity in dress. Compare the attire of some of the lower-
class people represented by Velázquez as well in some of his most famous 
paintings: Three Old Women Frying Eggs (1618), The Waterseller of Seville 
(1622), Las Hilanderas (1657) and others. They reflected the contrasting 
sartorial regimes that separated those above from those below. In a sense, 
the casta paintings to which I referred briefly above, also serve as a guide to 
clothing patterns in the seventeenth century, emphasising the distinct nature 
of colour choices made by the late Habsburgs as contrasted with that of his 
contemporaries throughout Europe, with those below in the social scale 
and, most of all, with their Bourbon successors.37

Conclusion

By concentrating on conventions of eating and dress, this chapter seeks to 
establish the social role of food and clothing. Furthermore, these catego-
ries provide additional perspectives into ways of binding different social 
groups, while establishing firm boundaries between them. Through com-
mensality and offerings of food and clothing – in a complex network of 
gift-giving and charity rituals – those on top sought to secure the gratitude 
of those below. At the same time, because the food they ate and the clothes 
they wore were quite different, those on top reasserted their superiority in a 
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society of orders. The same applied to etiquette (manners), which by the late 
fifteenth and throughout the early modern period became the true marker 
of class. A commoner might dress as a noble, or eat the same food, but 
alas! he or she would never have the breeding to use knife, fork and napkin 
as a noble did. Or so contemporaries thought. The kings of the diverse 
Spanish realms until the late fifteenth century, and of Spain afterwards, 
always made sure to distinguish themselves in dress and in the choreogra-
phy of eating from the great nobles. The great nobles expended consider-
able energy to distance themselves from lesser nobles, the high bourgeoisie 
did the same to outrank the lower bourgeoisie and so on down the social 
ladder. In the end, the social and economic changes sweeping Spain and 
Europe from 1500 onwards would slowly but inexorably transform many 
of the rules and ways of articulating power – only to be replaced by new 
ones, of course.
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10	� The patterns of everyday life
Religion, honour, sexuality and 
popular culture

In the previous chapter, I focused on eating and dressing as signs of social 
difference. In this chapter and in the next two concluding chapters, I wish to 
turn to a series of interrelated topics that will illuminate the patterns of every-
day life in late medieval and early modern Spain. I have chosen very deliber-
ately to examine only a few discrete topics in this chapter, even though some 
of these themes will also be revisited in the concluding chapter as well: reli-
gion, honour (and its concomitant, shame) and sexuality. Not only are these 
themes grounded in the new social history, but they were also of deep and 
abiding concern to contemporaries of the period. Literary works, religious 
and civic rituals (whether daily or seasonal), and governmental and Church 
edicts reveal a constant preoccupation with these matters. The manner in 
which each social stratum practiced its faith, upheld its honour or failed to do 
so, and dealt with sexual issues served to distinguish one class from another. 
All these practices and beliefs formed part of a broader, overarching, and 
more elusive historical category: that of popular culture. In what has become 
a classical study, Peter Burke has depicted the popular culture of early mod-
ern Europe in broad magisterial strokes, but the same kind of analysis has 
yet to be done for Spain.1 Here, I supply vignettes of everyday life, but the 
complex work of depicting popular culture and belief systems, what French 
historical anthropologists have called mentalités, remains to be done.

Religion and social orders

We have already seen (Chapters 5 and 6) how social orders joined in devo-
tional services at the feasts of the Corpus Christi and in frightful but reaf-
firming autos-de-fe. Unlike most of the rest of Europe, where religion in the 
sixteenth century pitted Catholic against Protestant in fierce and unforgiving 
struggles, Spain presented, at least on the surface, a vision of unified ortho-
doxy. This is what James Casey has astutely described as ‘the community of 
the faithful’.2 Crypto-Jews and a large number of Moriscos were forced to 
practice their ancestral religion in great secret or in relative obscurity, but 
Spain on the whole escaped the bloody religious wars that plagued England, 
France, Germany and other parts of Europe throughout the early modern 
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period. To most Spaniards, it did not matter that the policing of Inquisition 
and state enforced religious uniformity; nor was the vast majority in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries perturbed by the fact that religious con-
cord carried a stiff price. But the regime of religious homogeneity brought 
not only heavy-handed censorship and state control (at least in Castile); 
it was also partly responsible for Spain’s being bypassed by the Scientific 
Revolution and the heady intellectual transformations that swept portions 
of Western Europe in the wake of the Reformation and Copernicus’s revo-
lutionary hypothesis. Lacking the hindsight and resources that the passing 
of centuries has given us, contemporary Spaniards could not have chosen 
to act differently. In 1530s and 1540s Iberia, the Reformation and many of 
the new bold theories about the physical world were thought to be enemies 
that had to be fought with every available ounce of energy. These cultural 
battles are for other histories, however; my concern here is the way in which 
religion in Spain served as a social bond and at the same time reinforced dif-
ferences between social orders.

Late medieval and early modern men and women understood and prac-
ticed their religion in ways that were quite different from our own mod-
ern understanding and practices. In Spain and the rest of Europe, religious 
belief, ritual observances and concerns about salvation and the afterlife 
formed an integral part of an individual’s daily life. But even in this period, 
uniformity was hard to find. Religion in the late Middle Ages functioned, 
as religions always do, on two distinct planes. This sharp division occurred 
along social boundaries: at the top, the elites, whether ecclesiastical or sec-
ular, practiced a religion that was closer to the original intentions of the 
Church; that is, their practice focused on theological and doctrinal truths, 
strict liturgical practices and ritual preciseness. Mostly in Castile, but in 
other parts of Spain as well, the church reforms of the Catholic Monarchs 
demanded a specific behaviour from the elites, a lifestyle closer to the ideal 
teachings of the Catholic Church in the late fifteenth century. Through these 
reforms (see Chapter 1), the Spanish Church dealt with many of the abuses 
(sexual misconduct, pluralism, excessive selling of indulgences) that were 
later denounced by Martín Luther and other reformers. In many respects, 
the Spanish Church was reformed before the Reformation.

The other religion was the religion of the people. Religious experiences 
among the masses consisted of complex accretions of local devotional prac-
tices, often unsanctioned by the Church hierarchy – what today we mis-
guidedly might call superstition, but which for most people represented 
observances sanctified by time and praxis. This religion was deeply imbri-
cated in the material world (the cult of images, the use of talismans, the ven-
eration of saints as magicians) and borrowed from practices that predated 
Christianity and remained alive as local folklore. This is not to say that 
members of the dominant social orders did not also engage in this sort of 
‘popular’ religion. Exceptions to this rule abound; on the whole, however, 
religious expression differed dramatically according to social filiation.
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These two modes of experiencing and practising religion were further 
transformed by the Protestant Reformation and, later on, by the Catho-
lic Reformation or Counter Reformation. Even in Spain, where doctrinal 
orthodoxy was jealously defended, the Reformation had a tremendous 
impact. It forced the Spanish Church to reformulate its position vis-a-vis 
Protestant doctrinal claims. To the average Christian, the demands of reli-
gion and spirituality became even more challenging after the Council of 
Trent. In the 1560s, a series of Church councils held at Trent – the Span-
ish clergy played an important role in the final decisions of the Council – 
elaborated new theological positions, liturgical changes and stricter forms 
of daily religious observances. These measures dramatically altered the life 
of Catholics throughout Europe, and throughout Spain and its maritime 
possessions. The Tridentine edicts (as the policies enacted by the Council 
are called) marked a turning point in the history of the Catholic Church. 
For our purpose, its social aspects in Spain are clear. After the 1570s, when 
reforms began to be implemented in Spain and elsewhere, both the Church 
and the state sought to eradicate popular forms of worship – the main devo-
tional practices of the majority of the people – and to substitute them with 
a uniform and streamlined religion that was set and monitored from above. 
How, then, did religion work as a social bond? How did it work to distance 
those above from those below, especially after Trent?

Daily practices

On 12–14 August 1452, Johan de Ursua, a squire and master of the prince 
of Viana’s hostel, dictated his last will and testament in Pamplona, the capi-
tal of the kingdom of Navarre – which was then ruled by a member of the 
Trastámara family who was at the same time king of the Crown of Aragon. 
There is nothing unusual about this will. It followed a tradition that, in 
Iberia, dated back to the twelfth century and that, through formulaic rep-
etition, provided a set way of dealing with the impending end of one’s life.

Like almost all testaments, the will began with Don Johan de Ursua com-
mending his soul to ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, saviour and redemptor of the 
human lineage and to the glorious Virgin [Mary]’. Johan ordered his body 
to be buried at the Church of Saint Nicholas in Pamplona, in the same tomb 
as that of his mother-in-law, María Moça. Two days later, however, in an 
additional codicil, Johan changed his wishes and requested to be buried 
in the monastery of Saint Francis, in the tomb of his grandfather. He also 
established a chaplaincy that was to offer prayers for his soul and the souls 
of his relatives. Both the chaplaincy and his new burial place were provided 
with enough income from annuities to guarantee continuous prayers for his 
soul for many years to come.

These provisions comprised the formulaic introduction to his will and 
took up barely fifteen to twenty lines in an otherwise lengthy document. The 
rest of the will, more than five tightly printed pages in the published edition, 
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is a hard-nosed settling of accounts with debtors and a shrewd attempt to 
convey his property to his family and friends. From the late twelfth century 
onwards throughout the Iberian Peninsula and in the rest of the West, a 
dramatic shift took place in the elaboration of wills. Wills became, first and 
foremost, a means to control the distribution of property, to liquidate or 
redeem debts.3 Deeply embedded in the materiality of the world, testaments 
were, above all, business transactions. At the same time, wills also served as 
windows onto the transformed spirituality of the late Middle Ages and the 
early modern period. The clearly spelled-out contributions specified in the  
introductory lines of almost every will  – the founding of philanthropies,  
the dispensing of donations to churches and monasteries – were, in essence, a 
bargaining for salvation or reduced time in Purgatory. That these provisions 
often represented a minuscule portion of the entire financial settlement – the 
lion’s share being reserved for family and friends – did not alter the wide-
spread, almost universal belief in the afterlife by all social classes, or the 
conviction that certain behaviour and actions were necessary to avert dam-
nation. Especially for the middling sorts, salvation became a transaction, an 
opportunity to bargain for or purchase a desirable afterlife through posthu-
mous masses, chaplaincies, candles in churches, the feeding and clothing of 
the poor. The latter, to be sure, could seldom afford to have a will drawn by 
an expensive notary; nor did they have sufficient property for it to matter 
whether or not they had a will. The poor negotiated for salvation in their 
own particular ways: by contrition, small offerings and other such gestures. 
The pious manifestations in wills thus worked to mark one’s standing within 
the community. In the centuries between 1400 and 1700, wills reflected a 
growing concern with the material world as well as the enduring hold of 
religion over all social groups. As shall be seen in the next chapter for seven-
teenth century Sevilla, in their highly formulaic language, they expressed the 
tangible requirements of social and religious sensibilities.4

Popular religion

Unlike other topics in Spanish social and cultural history, popular religion 
has received the attention of gifted scholars. The seminal work of William 
Christian, Jr. on diverse aspects of Spanish religiosity has set the standard for 
this area of enquiry. His influential book Local Religion in Sixteenth-Cen-
tury Spain gives a vivid and expansive picture of peasant and city-dweller 
beliefs and practices in the sixteenth century, just before the Council of 
Trent’s strong-armed edicts began to be implemented. The portrait Christian 
paints harkens back to the late Middle Ages. It was a world that drew on a 
complex religious heritage. In the world of peasants and other lower social 
groups, Christianity, magic and ancient non-Christian traditions merged, 
creating rich syncretistic traditions.5

In a close reading of Philip II’s great survey of Spanish villages and towns 
(1578–80), Christian describes the religious culture and belief system of 
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peasants in New Castile’s countryside. Among the villagers of central 
Spain, community observances far outweighed individual practices. In 
crises such as plagues, droughts and frequent storms, villagers joined in 
vows to build shrines to saints believed to offer effective protection against 
agricultural catastrophes. Natural disasters drove villagers to elaborate 
devotions; unlike their bourgeois and noble counterparts, villagers acted 
communally. In some villages, peasants kept collective fasts and dispensed 
charity, the duty to feed a needy passer-by or village inhabitant rotating 
daily among households.6 These actions by the community as a whole were 
then used to negotiate with patron saints or interceding holy figures for 
the material benefit of the village and its inhabitants. In this way, religion 
supplied yet another bulwark against a naturally, and politically, hostile 
environment.

Often, to be sure, these expiatory and placating rituals did not work. 
When in doubt about the efficacy of their religious practices or even as 
insurance, individual villagers and communities as a whole were not reluc-
tant to turn to alternative practices. Travelling necromancers, cloud chasers, 
conjurers, healers, herb lore specialists and other shady characters trekked in 
substantial numbers throughout the peninsula and plied their trade among 
the urban lower social order. As such, they were no different from the palm 
readers, astrologers and purveyors of good luck talismans and crystals who 
exploit human foibles in today’s developed world. In California, where I live, 
these vigorous and profitable activities are often intertwined with ‘New Age’ 
cults and millenarian spirituality. In late medieval and early modern Iberia, 
the Spanish Church often looked the other way on these competing rituals 
and, at least until Trent, regarded them as insignificant threats to its power-
ful hold on the lives of the lower social orders.

After Trent, most Spanish villages had their own churches, sacred relics 
and an attending priest. As Christian has observed, the life of the village cen-
tred around the cult of ‘specialised saints’ (St. Sebastian, St. Roch), Marian 
cults, thaumaturgical crucifixes and powerful relics. The annual procession 
in honour of the local saint, the ritual meals of the village’s entire male-
citizen population (see Chapter 9) and the activities of the brotherhoods – in 
villages large enough to have confraternities – gave a sense of security and 
protection.

Outside the village, peasants and labourers in towns often followed false 
prophets and charismatic figures of dubious orthodoxy who often wound 
up, together with their close followers, in front of the Inquisition. As we 
saw in Chapter 8, the Encubierto (the Hidden One) agitated the Valencian 
hinterland, joining the world of popular resistance with that of heterodox 
beliefs. The Encubierto was not alone. He was one among a host of visionar-
ies treading the boundaries of heresy. Some, like Lucrecia, a character stud-
ied by Richard Kagan, could even gain a hearing at the royal court; others 
were ephemeral figures, barely making a dent in the popular consciousness.7 
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A  few of them were simply mad. The Inquisition, which was quite wise 
about these subtle distinctions, punished some of these prophets, ignored 
others or placed them in the new places of confinement for the insane that 
were beginning to emerge in most of early modern Spain.8

Unlike in most of Western Europe, there was no witch craze in Spain. 
The outbreaks of witch hysteria in the Basque region, or the isolated case 
of Magdalena de la Cruz in early sixteenth-century Córdoba, did not 
change the basic position of the Inquisitors: that the whole thing was sheer 
nonsense.9 Thus, Spain was spared the collective and frenzied waves of  
violence – most of it targeting old women – that swept Europe after the late 
fifteenth century.

These brief descriptions, however, do not fully capture the way in which 
religious culture served as a seamless context to the everyday life of all 
social groups. This was a religion inherited from the central Middle Ages 
and deeply inscribed in popular consciousness. It revealed itself most viv-
idly in such gestures as the making of the sign of the Cross at times of 
danger, when passing by a church, when witnessing a funeral. It entered 
everyday speech with such frequent salutations as ‘if God wills’, ‘go with 
God’, ‘God (or the Virgin) protect you’, let it be what God wishes’. Many 
of these greetings had a Muslim provenance, such as Inshallah (if God 
wills), and remain in use among the old in many parts of Spain and in Latin 
America, the great repository of late medieval and early modern archaic 
Castilian phrases and words. But the imprint of religion went beyond mere 
speech and gestures. Take, for example, the daily regimen of men aboard 
one of the King’s galleons making the biannual crossing of the Atlantic. 
Sailors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries could not be accused 
of excessive religiosity or great spiritual sensibility. They were as rough 
a bunch as one could find in early modern Europe. Yet, their day began 
and ended with prayers. Carla Phillips has described their daily routine. 
It began at daybreak with the morning prayers: ‘Blessed be the light, and 
the Holy True Cross; and the Lord of Truth, and the Holy Trinity: Blessed 
be the soul, and the Lord who rules it for us; Blessed be the day, and the 
Lord who sends it to us’. Next, the page on board who led prayers said ‘a 
Pater Noster and an Ave María’; yet another morning prayer, specific to 
the ship and its crew followed. Every four-hour watch was marked by the 
turning of a half-hour sand clock and by a pious verse. Additional prayers 
came with dinner, and the evening closed with yet more prayers and a final 
blessing. This was the regular drill; holidays or perilous times called for 
a far greater output of ceremonies, prayers and rituals.10 Among the poor 
and the prosperous, in the family bosom or in the public glare, life coursed 
within the bounds of such comforting routines. Birth, marriage and death, 
the great watersheds of the population’s life cycle, even if not experienced 
as spiritual events, occurred within a weave of religious symbolism and 
ritual.
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The religion of the middling sorts

Religious observances among merchants and patrician elites varied from 
individual to individual. Although participation in Corpus Christi pro-
cessions, confraternity memberships, parish devotions and other forms of 
joint worship provided a strong communal element to the spiritual life of 
the middling sorts, status and education also opened a physical and men-
tal space for private devotions. The will described at the beginning of this 
chapter was replicated countless times throughout late medieval and early 
modern Spain, often with far more pious resolutions. The mournful but 
formulaic declarations of piety and resignation in the face of death reveal 
not only a specific religious culture but also the changing attitudes of the 
middling sorts and the nobility toward a more heightened sense of mortality. 
This was evident not only in the elaborate dispositions to secure salvation 
that were discussed earlier, but in more fundamental attempts to conquer 
death by providing for the memorialization of one’s life, family or lineage, 
and earthly deeds.

This phenomenon, which has been superbly analysed by Philippe Ariès in 
two remarkable books, was widespread among the upper classes through-
out Western Europe in this period.11 The dramatic shift in how the powerful 
thought of their own deaths, and sought to have themselves represented 
after death, was manifest in their exertions to have their names inscribed 
on tombs, and in their desire to have specific types of sculptures – including  
macabre representations of the dead as if still living  – accompany their 
funerals and adorn their tombs. The emergence of new types of religiosity 
was deeply intertwined with the new attitudes towards death. What hap-
pened in other parts of Europe also took place in Spain. The new forms 
of individual spirituality, exemplified by the great popularity of Thomas à 
Kempis’s The Imitation of Christ, became deeply integrated into bourgeois 
sensibilities. Along with the lachrymose and almost morbid types of reli-
gious observances (specific to the medieval world after the Black Death), 
they constituted a sea change in how the middling sorts conceived of their 
relationship to God, the afterlife and the world to come.

In fifteenth-century Barcelona, the wills of rich merchants showed the same 
preoccupation with commending their souls to God as the Navarrese and 
Castilian testaments had shown. These wills also evinced the ownership of 
pious books, many of them dealing with the Eucharist; and they included 
donations aimed primarily at fostering material conditions – via the purchase 
of candles, lamps, vestments and other such accoutrements – that would glo-
rify and enhance the worship of the Host. The Eucharist was seen as the most 
secure and efficacious road to salvation, and frequent communion or, more 
likely, prayers and devotions to the Body of Christ became important spirit-
ual practices for the well-to-do. Similarly, the cult of specific saints who were 
seen as personal intercessors became widespread among the elite. This was 
accompanied by pious readings – excerpts from the Old and New Testaments, 
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commentaries on and exegeses of biblical texts, devotional works, the lives of 
Saints – which became part of the formation and lifestyle of merchants and 
other middling sorts in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.12

Let us remember the impact that reading the lives of the desert fathers 
had on Ignatius of Loyola (Chapter 3), and how romance readers, such as 
Catalan and Castilian merchants and even Teresa of Avila, could be turned 
to a pious life by reading the exemplary lives of saints. One type of reading 
was not incompatible with the other; together, they formed part of a rich 
and complex world in which religion and material culture were inextrica-
bly enmeshed. When Cervantes argued (or had his character Don Quixote 
argue) that ‘religion was knight-errantry’, he was expressing an idea that 
was deeply rooted in the daily life of the middling sorts and the nobility. 
Above all, this meant that individual lives and deeds were part of a cosmic 
and sacred order. The life of knight-errantry and service to others was a 
privilege (and burden), but it was a privilege (and burden) that illiterate 
peasants and poor men and women could not aspire to or have in Spain or 
elsewhere in Europe.

As for the rulers and the small elite at the top, the religiosity of Philip 
II was paradigmatic. He was a truly devout man, attentive to his spiritual 
obligations and the observance of rituals. This did not subordinate him to 
the Church or to the Pope. ‘Religion’, as Philip II is reputed to have said, 
was ‘too serious a matter to be left to the Pope’.13 And indeed religion did 
not prevent the king from making hard political choices. Nevertheless, those 
who have visited the Escorial monastery and royal palace (built by order of 
Philip II to celebrate a military victory against the Protestants) and have seen 
the austerity of his personal chambers and the small window from which he 
gazed on the continuous masses celebrated in the monastery’s large church, 
know that they have entered a world very different from our own. It was a 
world in which religion dominated as an organic part of people’s lives. But 
this was not so for everyone.

More than two decades ago, John Edwards, in a remarkable essay, 
described a group of mainly Conversos who were brought in front of the 
Inquisition and accused of ‘Judaizing’, and whose faith or lack thereof may 
have bordered on unbelief.14 With this article, Edwards entered an old and 
acrimonious debate on whether there could be unbelievers or atheists in 
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Western Europe. Lucien Febvre, discussing 
‘the religion of Rabelais’, has argued that unbelief was not possible within 
the intellectual context of the age. Despite Febvre’s opinions, Edwards’s evi-
dence is particularly persuasive. Unbelievers, as opposed to blasphemers and 
heretics, could be found in late medieval and early modern Spain, especially 
among those who had ceased to be Jews but did not become fully Chris-
tian. From this milieu of Jewish exiles and Conversos emerged such think-
ers as Baruch Spinoza, whose uncompromising vision of the world lit the 
intellectual life of seventeenth-century Europe and challenged established 
orthodoxies.
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There were variations on these themes of religious doubts or the emer-
gence of sharp syncretistic religious views. Although all of most religions 
involve a large degree of accommodation to other views, in early modern 
Iberia, whether in the new World or the Portuguese lands under Spanish rule 
between 1580 and 1640, some Christians, Jews and Muslims held views 
which, as Stuart Schwartz has recently described, may be seen as a form 
of tolerance. When confronted by inquisitorial questioning, those accused 
of heterodoxy argued that all forms of belief, if practiced faithfully, led to 
salvation. This relativistic perspective, that all religions were essentially the 
same (albeit that held by a minority of believers), undermined the claims of 
ecclesiastical authorities and presented an alternative, as limited as it was, 
to the top-down flow of religious authority and its enforcement of religious 
orthodoxy. Similarly, as we have seen earlier, some Conversos in seventeenth 
century Lima, Mexico City and elsewhere held to views that combined mem-
ories of their ancestral Jewish beliefs and borrowed Christian devotions.15

Honour and sexuality

Questions of honour, and of its counterpart, shame, became cultural touch-
stones in late medieval and early modern Spain. Although honour and shame 
are two different things – there is a great deal of scholarship about the dif-
ferences between the two16 – the intersection of these categories with sexual-
ity has long been a strong feature of popular culture. The honourable life 
was a goal to which most Spaniards aspired. The absence of honour, or the 
breach of honour, implied shame; in early modern Europe and in Spain in 
particular, there was nothing more shameful than sexual dishonour. Above 
all, this was brought on by women’s sexual transgressions, which were 
thought to stain the reputation of fathers, brothers, husbands, family and 
the entire community. These sexual offences could be voluntary or involun-
tary, but the results were more or less the same. Whether women engaged in 
transgressive behaviour or were victims of male predatory practices – rape, 
seduction, kidnapping or mere slander – they were expected to pay the price 
demanded by strict codes of honour. Banishment or revenge, often the kill-
ing of the seducer and the seduced, followed swiftly upon dishonour. The 
family’s honour could not be restored until these actions had been carried 
out. This should not surprise us. The systematic rape of Muslim women in 
Bosnia and Kosovo in recent years or in present day Syria was not only a 
punitive policy against a religious ‘other’; it was also an attack on the mas-
culinity and sense of honour of the enemy’s leadership. Women were raped 
and then compelled to hide their shame from their own families; otherwise 
their communities, despite their innocence, would have shunned them. In 
this way, they were doubly punished by the codes of honour and shame 
that have held Western society and other societies in the world in their grip 
from time immemorial, particularly on both shores of the Mediterranean. 
The scholarly agenda for the study of this topic was set almost fifty years 
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ago in a seminal collection of essays edited by J. G. Peristiany and, above 
all, in the work of Pitt-Rivers. Often using an anthropological perspective 
that was quite novel in the 1960s, these scholars explored the ways in which 
honour and shame were articulated in the Mediterranean basin. I do not 
wish to travel along this well-trodden path; instead, I would like to focus on 
a series of vignettes and literary tropes that will elucidate the way in which 
the interlacing of honour, sexual violence and shame created social meaning.

Another category should be noted here, even if in passing. I refer to verbal 
abuses, curses, expletives and similarly aggressive verbal exchanges. Many 
of these expressions have entered the discourse of every culture in the world. 
Verbal attacks served often, though not always, as a prelude to physical 
contestation and, like today, were highly charged with sexual innuendo. 
Most often they cast doubt on the honour of mothers, sisters or wives. We 
are all familiar with these expressions; some of them have become part of 
daily speech and at times are even used as a sort of shorthand for colloquial 
exchanges among friends. Billingsgate, references to lower bodily parts and 
bowel functions (what Bakhtin has described as ‘the bodily lower stratum’), 
had its roots in the rich and open culture of the late Middle Ages. It was the 
language of carnival and charivaris,17 but it was also the language of indi-
vidual offence and dishonour. All social classes were well versed in this lan-
guage of verbal abuses. But after the Reformation and the Council of Trent, 
roughly by the end of the sixteenth century, the upper social orders began to 
regard these forms of speech as vulgar and to adopt a highly formulaic code 
of honour, of which the duel was its ultimate physical expression.

Another type of attack on honour that was widely practiced in late medi-
eval and early modern Europe was mutilation. This was first and foremost 
sexual mutilation, the most extreme form of dishonour; and it was practiced 
at all levels of society. Factional struggles in Italian communes often led to 
the defacement and mutilation of vanquished opponents.18 Cutting off the 
enemy’s genitals and stuffing them into the victim’s mouth was, and in some 
places remains, a common and savage symbol of one man’s superiority over 
another and of the vanquished family’s shame. Raping, dismembering and 
killing the enemies’ wives, daughters and sisters were not uncommon either. 
In Chapter 7, we have seen how Lupercio Latrás’s troops, in their attack 
on Pina, mutilated the Moriscos, abducting and raping their women. The 
Moriscos paid back in kind. The war of the Alpujarras was particularly 
vicious. Those convicted of sodomy were subsequently mutilated, usually 
by the severing of their genitals. These bloodthirsty scenarios were deeply 
rooted in fierce social antagonisms, in attitudes of intolerance toward those 
thought to deviate from the norm, in age-old notions of honour and shame.

The culture of honour

In Spain, the culture of honour owed much to codes of behaviour that were 
formulated by courtly romances throughout most of western Europe in the 
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twelfth and later centuries. In its early stages, courtly culture (the culture 
of the court) was restricted to the warrior nobility. In fact, the very con-
cept of nobility emerged out of a conflation of warriors’ monopoly of arms, 
twelfth-century literary models and economic benefits derived from claims 
to superior social status. The enduring strength of these cultural models is 
quite remarkable. They remain deeply resonant to the present day and have 
become the staple of Hollywood mega-hits, such as for example the Star 
Wars saga.19

Throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a heightened notion 
of honour became an integral component of chronicles and literary works. 
As has been seen earlier, some attacked the nobleman’s lack of honour, while 
others, such as Jorge Manrique, sought to explain what the truly honour-
able life was like. Castile and the Crown of Aragon became hotbeds of 
fifteenth-century romance, of heroic displays and competitions for hon-
ours. Fervently produced romances created a glossy image of the chival-
rous, honour-driven life; and the actual deeds of knights in joust, in combat, 
embellished literary accounts. Martín de Riquer, in his enchanting Cabal-
leros andantes españoles (Spanish Knights-Errant), paints a vivid picture of 
the circularity between literary artifice and historical reality. He shows how 
closely romances imitated life, and life imitated fiction.20 One such example 
is Suero de Quiñones’s fantastic pas d’armes at a crossing over the Orbigo 
River near the city of León. Known as the passo honroso, Suero and his 
companions held a bridge on the pilgrimage road to Compostela against all 
comers from 10 July to 9 August 1434; a notary, Pedro Rodríguez de Lena, 
wrote a fairly faithful account of who challenged whom, how many times 
they fought, and what the outcomes were.21 Suero’s exploits were aimed at 
obtaining release from love’s ‘imprisonment’. Every Thursday, he wore an 
iron collar around his neck as a sign of his captivity to an unnamed lady. 
But the excesses of his passo honroso were, as the name indicates, an exalted 
expression of his own sense of honour. At the pas d’armes at the Orbigo 
River, Suero also upheld the honour and political prestige of his master, 
Alvaro de Luna, testing himself – not always to his advantage – against a 
rough and redoubtable group of Valencian knights and other passers-by. 
Those who refused to fight were required to relinquish a spur, a glove of 
their lady, or another such personal item as a token to be redeemed by com-
bat at a future date, or as a sign of unwillingness to abide by the codes of 
honour and chivalry. In this culture, as is the case today, the refusal to fight 
in the presence of one’s lady essentially meant being dishonoured.

The most revealing connection between fiction and reality, and between 
honour and sexual outrage, can be seen in the life of Johanot Martorell, the 
Valencian writer and author of the great and influential romance Tirant lo 
Blanch. Born in 1413 or 1414, Martorell lived intensely the life he described. 
He engaged in battles, fought duels, and based his fictional accounts on 
events in his own life. On 12 May 1437, he challenged his cousin, Johan de 
Monpalau, to a combat to death. Martorell accused his cousin of seducing 
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his sister Damiata with offers of marriage, of dishonouring and then refus-
ing to marry her. Monpalau denied having given his word to marry (but 
not the act of seduction itself), and accepted the challenge. Through a long 
exchange of letters  – letters filled with great sarcasm and literary artifice 
that allow us to follow the development of this contest – the two opponents 
sought to establish the place, time and terms of their armed encounter. Mar-
torell travelled to England, where, protected by the English king, Henry VI, 
he called on Monpalau to come and meet him. In the end, the duel did not 
take place, but Johan de Monpalau was forced to pay 4,000 florins (a very 
substantial amount) to Damiata. In 1462, years after these events, Damiata 
was a very rich – but still single – woman.22

This event from the author’s life was echoed not only in Martorell’s novel, 
but in almost all romances of the fifteenth century. The topic of the woman 
deceived by a false promise of marriage, the subsequent dishonour and need 
for revenge, makes for some of the most delightful stories in Golden Age 
literature. In Cervantes’s Don Quijote, which is both the greatest of all anti-
romance novels and the greatest of all medieval or early modern romances, 
a significant change had taken place. In the works of Cervantes, Calderón de 
la Barca and other novelists and playwrights, questions of honour, reneged 
promises of marriage, seduction, shame and revenge bear on all members of 
society. Although the typical scenario is that of the noble or wealthy seducer 
dishonouring a rich farmer’s daughter, the expectations of honour or, at 
least, the rules of compensation are the same across the social spectrum. 
One of the best tales in Don Quijote, the story of Dorotea, concerns two 
socially unequal romantic partners who are nonetheless bound together by 
seduction and honour. This is also the case of Rosaura in Calderón’s superb 
play Life is a Dream.

Honour, one could say, was the dominant literary theme in late medi-
eval and early modern Spain; and, in Iberian society, it could be articulated 
in harsh and uncompromising ways. How this affected relations between 
husbands and wives and shaped the terms of social exchange between men 
and women is not difficult to imagine. A remarkable number of plays – too 
numerous and popular to be dismissed as mere exercises in artistic licence – 
focused on marital relations and the inexorable demands of the honour 
code. A woman suspected of dishonouring her husband was to be put to 
death, even though she may have been innocent. The appearance of infidel-
ity, even rumours of infidelity, brought the same harsh treatment. In Calde-
rón’s El médico de su honra, the author tells the story of a doctor who kills 
his beloved wife, although he knows she is innocent, because of the appear-
ance of a liaison with a social superior. The title suggests that dishonour 
can be surgically ‘cured’ by immolating those who have, or appear to have, 
committed a dishonourable act. Calderón’s harsh treatment of the topic 
disclosed the nefarious consequences of extreme jealousy and unrelenting 
codes of honour, but it also raised important social questions: what was a 
man to do when a social superior sexually compromised his wife? How was 
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one to escape the dictates of socially ingrained honour codes? There were 
no simple answers, to be sure; but punishment often fell on the weakest link 
in the chain of dishonour: women. To escape the demands of the honour 
code was practically impossible; to do so at all levels of society meant to lose 
social standing, to lose face.

The counterpart to the question of honour in individual relations was the 
theme of national honour or its equivalents, national prestige and reputa-
tion. Sir John H. Elliott’s great book The Count-Duke of Olivares devotes 
many pages to the issue of reputation and the way in which Olivares’s 
reforms sought to restore Spain’s ‘reputation’, or honour, among European 
nations. These policies were of course also driven by political necessity, but 
underlying his ultimately failed reforms was a dogged attempt to recover 
Spanish preeminence and honour, even at the risk of catastrophic cost. All 
social groups, but mostly those below, paid dearly, with their money and 
lives, for these endless quests for honour and glory.23

One ought to be a bit cautious about playwrights and novelists. Their aims 
were not always what they seemed to be on the surface. Clearly, most plays 
and novels centred on plots of honour, revenge and the tragic (or, more rarely, 
the joyful) restoration of honour; but a very different concept of honour 
informed the literary texts of Manrique, Cervantes and other authors. Many 
of these writers no longer defined honour in terms of sexually correct con-
duct, racial filiation (‘purity of blood’) or patriotism. ‘True honour’ emerges 
from these works as the outcome of individual moral integrity and right 
behaviour.24 This new concept of honour now extended to all social groups.

Sexuality

Sexuality, or the history of sex, is not an easy topic.25 On the one hand, there 
is the day-to-day private history of sexual relations, the history of the bed-
room that has not yet fully yielded its secrets to the historian. On the other 
hand, there is the public history of sex: the scandalous affairs, the public 
indiscretions, sex as a commodity and means of exchange. Of the former, 
there is little to say, except to offer the occasional vignette or anecdote that 
moves the private event into the public realm. Moreover, the history of the 
bedroom admits a multitude of variations, making it almost impossible to 
provide an overall synthesis. I have already touched on some of the aspects 
of ‘public sexuality’ in Chapter 4, while discussing prostitution as a form of 
marginality. Against the inquisitorial and ecclesiastical discourse of sexual-
ity that sought to regulate and limit sexual relations between adults, other 
discourses articulated positions on sexuality that differed markedly from 
those advanced by the authorities.26 A few examples will suffice.

In an anonymous work, La carajicomedia (written by a cleric in 1510), 
the author presents a long roster of prostitutes with their actual names or 
nicknames, describing their sexual characteristics and proclivities. Its frank 
and salty language walks a perilous line between pornography and satire. 
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The text, most of it focused on female sexual organs, depicts women not 
only as objects of pleasure, but as insatiable pleasure seekers themselves. 
Unlike northern European books such as the Malleus maleficarum (The 
Hammer of Witches), in which women are shown to be susceptible to the 
devil’s snares because of their sexual passion, promiscuity and weakness, in 
La carajicomedia the devil is absent and there is nothing diabolical about 
desire. In fact, one of the prostitutes, Mariblanca, a resident of Salamanca, 
is represented – in an almost blasphemous passage – as praying to the cru-
cifix on top of her bed. After a particularly satisfying sexual encounter with 
one of her clients (a student), she begs of Christ ‘never to deprive [her] of a 
man like that’. The work is a panegyric on women’s – prostitutes’ – sexual 
desires and on the naturalness of carnal relations. A male construction of 
female desire  – for prostitution was often a brutal and cold exchange of 
sex for money – La carajicomedia is a window on male fantasies, on the 
fluid world of sexuality. The work gives insight into the social (and sexual) 
encounters among different classes; in it, the bed too becomes a site for 
social and economic exchange, one in which women become commodities. 
One prostitute has students for clients, another has merchants; and several 
of them serve ecclesiastics exclusively. The anonymous author writes that he 
visited and ‘knew’ (meaning, carnally) one of the prostitutes he describes in 
his guide, Isabel de Torres, a prostitute in Valladolid. That the author was 
himself a cleric points to the gulf that existed between official policy, or 
normative morality, and praxis.27

In his La lozana andaluza (1528), another cleric, a disaffected Converso 
named Francisco Delicado, offers a perspective on the complex world of 
Jews, Conversos, and the demi-monde of early modern Spanish neighbour-
hoods in Rome. La lozana andaluza is an important literary work (whereas 
La carajicomedia is not), but La lozana also includes an extensive taxonomy 
of prostitutes, procuresses, pimps and other marginal and criminal types. 
A frank portraitist of sexual life, Delicado does not condemn any of these 
activities, nor does he find them abnormal. He describes them as they are.28 
In La lozana, as in works of the period ranging from La Celestina to Cer-
vantes’s Entremeses, desire takes a forceful stand against the rigid morality 
of Church and state. In many respects, two distinct worlds existed side by 
side. One, bound by codes of honour and shame, by theological formula-
tions and governmental ordinances, sought to rein in sexuality. The other 
pushed to the extreme the official boundaries of sexual practices and human 
desire. The former, knowing it was impossible to interdict erotic desire, 
sought to regulate it (and the profit it generated) through public houses of 
prostitution; the latter found ways to subvert the regulatory nature of offi-
cial discourse. In the end, sex proved a force as much or far more subversive 
than armed resistance, for it could never be fully defeated or eliminated. 
But, in Spain, the authorities’ attitudes towards irregular passions were not 
puritanical. They may have condemned them, but as long as they could keep 
them in check, they tolerated their existence.
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Following Don Quixote around Spain

In previous chapters, I have drawn repeatedly on Don Quijote to clarify 
specific aspects of Spain’s social history. Novels are not like archival records; 
nor do they have the proximity to actual events that primary sources, the 
necessary tools of monographic literature, have. Fictional works nonethe-
less render powerful insights into the mental world of a remote past. The 
vignettes and sketches that move the narrative are based on a grasp of real 
life that can seldom be obtained from standard historical sources.29

I propose, in this chapter and in most of the concluding chapters, to view 
late medieval and early modern Spain through the lens of fiction and to fol-
low Don Quixote and his faithful squire, Sancho, for at least a portion of 
their journey through the peninsula. What Don Quijote’s characters say is 
often as important as what they do. Their dialogue is a thoughtful discus-
sion of Spain’s problems and sometimes a courageous challenge to the status 
quo and social inequality.

The golden age of equality

Very early in their joint adventure, Don Quixote and Sancho come upon 
a group of goat-herders who welcome the knight-errant and his servant 
and invite them to partake of their humble meal.30 This episode, similar to 
many others, reveals the barrenness of New Castile’s countryside and its 
demographic poverty. Wherever they travel, Don Quixote and Sancho do 
so through mostly rugged and deserted lands. Their loneliness is broken by 
occasional encounters with other wanderers, a stay in a solitary inn, a meet-
ing with sheep herders and their flocks. In this instance, the goat-herders 
share with them their meagre fare: a stew of salted goat meat, plenty of 
hazelnuts and a very hard piece of cheese. Sitting on goat skins, around the 
paraphernalia of their repast, the goat-herders entreat Don Quixote to take 
the place of honour. In a few lines, the author unveils the diet of the poor: 
goat meat and little else. His description corroborates some of the evidence 
we encountered in the previous chapter, on the diet of poor peasants. It also 
contrasts vividly with the lavish feast Camacho will give later in the novel 
(see Chapter 9). The social differences between rich and poor farmers are 
extreme indeed; and the two protagonists, Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, 
serve as bridges between the two worlds.

Language also signals social difference. Cervantes observes the goat-herd-
ers’ coarse discourse and shows how, as Don Quixote embarks on one of his 
typically baroque disquisitions on knighthood, the goat-herders understand 
nothing. In this episode, as in the rest of the book, the language spoken by 
the educated is barely comprehensible to the majority of the people. They 
speak the same Castilian, but the abstract concepts Don Quixote employs – 
concepts that stem from books of chivalry and other written texts  – are 
beyond the goat-herders’ grasp. A  few of the characters from the lower 
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social orders understand and even speak the same language – Dorotea, the 
prosperous farmers attending Camacho’s feast, and others – but they are 
clearly literary creations. The great divide separating the haves from the 
have-nots applies not only to the realm of food, attire, housing and life 
expectations; it also touches on the fundamental area of language. Through-
out the novel, the common folk do not understand what Don Quixote says 
or means. Sancho himself often draws a blank. Their response to the alien 
words of the educated is often to beat Don Quixote to a pulp. Violence, as 
I argued in Chapters 7 and 8, also functioned as a discourse.

The preceding scenario, then, is the setting for one of the most extraor-
dinary statements in this extraordinary book. After forcing Sancho to sit 
next to him, by appealing to the egalitarian principles of the chivalric code, 
Don Quixote – who (in an almost Proustian moment) goes into reveries at 
the sight of the hazelnuts – launches into a lyrical evocation of the Golden 
Age: when the world was still young, food was plentiful and could be had 
without work, and there was no crime or fear. This was the blessed age 
before humans learned the words ‘yours and mine’. Don Quixote’s idealised 
description of the Golden Age resonated throughout most of the late Middle 
Ages and the early modern period. This vision of equality for all men – Don 
Quixote addresses his audience as ‘my brothers’ – appears, in one form or 
another, in Manrique’s poetry, in Fernando de Rojas’s bitter denunciations, 
and in pastoral literature. The Germanías’s most radical leaders also made 
pronouncements of this kind. While poking fun at Don Quixote’s lofty ide-
als and learned references, Cervantes pierced the Spanish constructs of race, 
social order and wealth-based distinction that pulled men and women apart 
into separate categories. Following Plato and Thomas More, Cervantes 
saw property as the culprit; fittingly, in the new Arcadia conjured by Don 
Quixote, imaginary sheep herders (the learned heroes of pastoral poetry) 
withdraw from the cities, with their bustling commercial life and money 
economy, and return to the simplicity of the wild, where the words ‘yours 
and mine’ are no longer uttered.31

Entertainment, the village and the road

David Vassberg, in a wonderful book already cited, views Spanish medieval 
and early modern villages not as isolated outposts of peasant life but as places 
that were deeply engaged in the world around them.32 Passers-by, travelling 
Gypsies, recruitment officers, Morisco merchants and others brought the 
outside world to the village; the peasants themselves travelled to nearby vil-
lages or distant towns, and in some cases to faraway worlds: to America or, 
often, as Spanish troops, to areas all over western Europe. In Don Quijote, 
the village, and the roads linking it to the larger world, bursts with life. In 
their travels, Don Quixote and Sancho meet companies of actors, a puppet-
eer and other entertainers. These itinerant companies follow a circuit from 
village to village, providing respite from the back-breaking toil of the farm. 
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In one adventure, Don Quixote and Sancho become acquainted with Master 
Andrés, a famous puppeteer who, along with a well-trained monkey, goes 
from town to town enrapturing as well as deceiving his audience. At an inn, 
Master Andrés puts on a performance for the guests: a combination of pup-
pet show and scam, in which he pretends that the monkey speaks to him, 
telling him about the past of those in the audience. The scam part, playing 
on the naivety of country folk, was part and parcel of the fantasy and chi-
canery of the road-show. This genre, which survives to our day, walked a 
fine line between entertainment and crime. In this particular instance, the 
puppeteer re-enacts the romance of Don Gaiferos and Lady Melisandra.33 
Already on the eve of the seventeenth century, fifteenth-century romances 
still supplied the bulk of entertainment in the Spanish countryside. Travel-
ling shows brought the urban world to the countryside and education to 
the illiterate. Cervantes tells us that Sancho barely knew how to sign his 
name – a mark of accomplishment among a vast rural population incapable 
of reading and writing. But this does not mean at all that villagers were 
uneducated. The commerce between high and low culture, between city and 
countryside, depended largely on these companies of actors. They served 
as intermediaries between one world and another, between different social 
orders and cultures. In the course of its transmission, however, the romance 
culture of the elite was inevitably transformed. Watching the performance, 
Don Quixote becomes so incensed at the liberties the puppeteer has taken 
with the story and the prurient slant he has given it that he wrecks the 
performance. But the peasants do not know or care what the fuss is about. 
Thus, the elite culture was continually remade and adapted to suit peasant 
tastes and needs.

Theatrical companies also brought serious plays to the hinterland. On 
the road, Don Quixote and Sancho meet a group of actors who rush from 
one village to another to put on yet another performance, probably of one 
of Lope de Vega’s religious plays, Las cortes de la muerte (The Courts of 
Death).34 The actors have so little time between performances that they take 
to the road still dressed in their costumes. How much of the play’s sophisti-
cated language or moral teachings – as opposed to the puppet show’s mostly 
visual representations – the peasants understood is hard to tell. The depic-
tions of death, redemption and punishment were after all re-enactments of 
the sermons peasants heard in the village church, the rhetoric of itinerant 
friars (another powerful source of entertainment) and of the engravings they 
saw in books owned by the village hidalgo, priest or well-to-do farmer who 
could afford and, more important, read such literature. Forms of speech 
may have widened the abyss between the social orders, but in Don Quix-
ote’s and Sancho’s fictional village, the barber, the priest and the university-
trained son of a rich villager are able to engage in a sophisticated literary 
discussion and actually own quite a number of books.

Books and plays, alas, were not the only forms of entertainment in the 
village. Gambling houses, many of them noble-owned and a vital source of 
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income for the village lord, proliferated in the Spanish countryside.35 Like 
the church and the theatre, they constituted venues for popular amusement. 
To these, one must add the houses of prostitution in large villages and the 
itinerant or unregulated prostitutes in small ones. Theatre, gambling, pros-
titution and the rough ball games that fostered great rivalry between neigh-
bouring villages were, in many respects, as much a part of village life as the 
church.

Villages and roads were, perhaps for this reason, highly policed. As we 
follow Don Quixote and Sancho to the village of the Toboso, Dulcinea’s 
home, we learn that the priest keeps a list of all of the town’s citizens.36 
Throughout Castile, this was an important form of control over the com-
munity’s fiscal and religious life. In one of their earlier escapades, our heroes 
rested at an inn where the innkeeper was a member of the Santa Herman-
dad, a ‘police’ force organised by the Catholic Monarchs and in charge of 
fighting crime in the countryside.37 Ready to take arms at the first sign of 
disturbance or crime, the Santa Hermandad hovers over the novel’s first vol-
ume as a menacing presence. When Don Quixote frees a convoy of prisoners 
destined for the royal galleys, fear of the Santa Hermandad sends him and 
Sancho fleeing to the safety of nearby mountains.

Conclusion

In this chapter, through the telling of a series of vignettes, I have sought to 
introduce the reader to the mental world of Spain’s social orders. Religion, 
which played a significant role in the life of all Spaniards, served both as 
social bond and as marker of social difference. The peasant’s practice and 
understanding of his or her faith differed considerably from the observances 
and beliefs of a merchant or nobleman. Gender also affected religious prac-
tices. Women related to God and observed the rituals of religion in ways that 
differed greatly from those of men. But religion does not admit broad gener-
alisations; nor was religion stagnant in early modern Spain. Two important 
watersheds brought about significant changes in observance and liturgy: the 
Catholic Monarchs’ religious reforms in the late fifteenth century and the 
Council of Trent in the 1560s. Both movements, however, took time to filter 
down to the population at large, especially to the lower orders. Reform met 
with the usual resistance and inertia that mark traditional practices and 
long-held beliefs.

From religion we turned to considerations of honour and sexuality. In 
Spain, questions of honour and sexuality, categories that are often inter-
twined, pertained to all levels of society. Although each social class had 
different ways of dealing with dishonour, retribution was always expected. 
Sexuality, or what early modern people regarded as irregular sex, worked 
as a counter-discourse to the ecclesiastical and secular policing of sexual 
behaviour. On the other side of strict religious observance and pious dic-
tums were the explicit texts on pleasure and carnality’s enduring power. 

 



266  The structures of everyday life

Finally, using Cervantes’s Don Quijote as our guide, we briefly explored the 
mental and physical world of Spain’s countryside at the end of the sixteenth 
century. Filled with contradictions, village and city were worlds far more 
complex and elusive than the formulation of social orders, with which this 
book began, would lead us to believe.
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11	� Spain under the late 
Habsburgs
Society in an age of crisis I

Introduction

As we turn towards the seventeenth century, these new two chapters, the 
concluding section of this second edition of Spanish Society, focus on two 
specific case studies that seek to illuminate the social and cultural tenor 
of late Habsburg Spain. Through these vignettes and close examination of 
Spanish culture, I have sought to capture Spain’s mentality, social practices 
and culture as the sun set on its hegemonic position in the peninsula and 
abroad. In Chapter  11, I  wish, through a close reading of Philip’s entry 
(later to be Philip II) into Antwerp in the mid-sixteenth century, to contrast 
the tensions that existed between representation and reality and to alert the 
reader to the fact that some of the problems that beset Spain in the seven-
teenth century were already foreshadowed much earlier. This is one of the 
most obvious tropes in early modern Spanish history. The Spaniards’ obses-
sive concern with prestige or reputation (reputación), honour, and their 
place in the world contrasts poignantly with the reality of the ebbing of that 
power and the disillusionment that set in from the early seventeenth century 
onwards. I would also wish to note the shifts that occurred between ‘reason 
of state’ and reforming programmes on the one hand and the growth of 
excessive piety, investment on a more exaggerated religious building pro-
grammes and on a religious ethos.

In Chapter 12, I turn to the little known presence of magic, Hermeticism, 
astrology and other magical traditions. I do so as a way of problematiz-
ing the complexities of Spain’s seventeenth century intellectual landscape 
and its impact on social history. At the same time, the discussion of magi-
cal learned traditions questions somewhat my previous assertion as to the 
role of religion in Spanish society. I will argue in Chapter 12 that many of 
these esoteric doctrines were transmitted to those below through theatrical 
representations, iconography, symbols and festive displays. As such, these 
elites’ forms of knowledge conflated with popular local culture and local 
belief, shaping what may be called the culture or mentality of the people. 
And then, as has been the case throughout this book, what better way to 
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conclude than with Don Quixote, as much a symbol for what happened to 
Spain than any other.

Spain in decline

During the halcyon years of Philip II’s early rule, it would have been very 
difficult to foresee the disasters that befell Spain and other Iberian lands 
(Portugal and its vast empire were part of the Spanish monarchy between 
1580 and 1640) in the late sixteenth and, with unmitigated force, through-
out the entire seventeenth century.

When Philip II died in 1598, he left, in spite of his valiant efforts to rule 
Spain well, a troubled kingdom or kingdoms.1 Aragon rose up in arms in 
1591–92. Portugal was swept by millenarian fervour, triggered by Sebas-
tianism (the expected return of the young king, Sebastian, who had dis-
appeared in the battlefield at Alcázarquivir in 1578). Plagues, swarms of 
locusts, sporadic famines and other disasters scourged the land, prompting 
serious social upheavals and the flight of the Castilian peasantry (the back-
bone of Spain’s tax resources and army recruits) to the periphery of Castile 
or to the New World, escaping from the heavy burden of taxes and failing 
crops. Because of this and other complex reasons, the Spanish monarchy’s 
fortunes suffered a dramatic downturn.2

It is hard to imagine, looking at it from the perspective of centuries, the 
contrast between the lofty expectations of the young Philip (or the lofty expec-
tations that many of his subjects had for his rule) in the 1540s and 1550s and 
the realities of how that power was projected abroad and in the peninsula, or, 
better yet, failed to be projected, leading to the weakening of Spain’s social 
fabric. Although the Spanish monarchs in the late sixteenth and throughout 
the seventeenth century engaged still in elaborate festive displays and religious 
events to represent and buttress royal power, quite often these attempts to con-
struct the authority of kings ended in disastrous or not so positive outcomes.

This contrast between representation and reality is nowhere more poign-
antly evident than in a series of princely entries that the young Philip (soon to 
be the heir of the Spanish realms, the New World, Flanders, the Spanish pos-
sessions in Italy and North Africa) undertook in Flanders during his sojourn 
there between 1548–1550, or his failed entry into Genoa during the same 
tour of Habsburg lands when the heavy-handed behaviour of Philip’s Spanish 
military escort led to a full fledged riot. Philip II’s voyage to the eastern king-
doms in 1585–86 is another clear example of the gulf that existed between 
expectations and the harsh political realities of ruling over diverse realms, 
each with their own privileges and individual agendas. In many respects, 
already by the sixteenth century, the growing gulf between how the Crown 
sought to represent its authority and the often failed nature of these attempts 
is a key to the understanding of what happened in Spain under the late Hab-
sburgs, that is, the sharp difference between representation and reality.
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The limits of representation: Philip and Antwerp

In 1548–1550, Philip, the expected heir to the throne of the Spanish com-
posite monarchy, made his way through the Habsburg lands that were 
to be his inheritance (though only partly because of Charles V’s divided 
inheritance) after his father’s resignation in 1556. This voyage is described 
in Calvete de Estrella’s extensive account, El felicísimo viaje del muy alto 
y poderoso principe Don Felipe, including a detailed description of Phil-
ip’s entry into Antwerp. That description is the longest of all of his other 
accounts of festivals and entries during Philip’s sojourn through the Span-
ish territories, taking more than one hundred printed pages in his second 
volume.3

After Binche, an elaborate courtly spectacle where the young prince play-
acted scenes from his favourite book, Amadis de Gaula, Philip, under the 
guidance of his imperial father, moved north to Brabant and to cities that 
were now far more partial to the Protestant Reformation than urban centres 
in Flanders. Rebellion was in the air, though Calvete de Estrella gives us no 
hint of the coming storm. Yet, less than a decade after Philip’s entry into 
Antwerp, the first stirring of the Dutch rebellion led to a conflict that would 
prove the undoing of the Spanish monarchy: its armies bogged down in an 
unwinnable war, a veritable quagmire.

Antwerp was Brabant’s economic and political centre. Even though it is 
today in Belgium, Antwerp was, and remains, part of a Flemish speaking 
community and, culturally and linguistically, closer to the Netherlands than 
it is to the French-speaking regions to the south. When Philip entered Ant-
werp in 1549, he came to one of the leading economic entrepôts in Western 
Europe. Braudel, in fact, described it as the economic capital of the world. 
After Bruges (another of the cities where Philip received a splendid recep-
tion) declined as a trading centre because of the silting up of the river that 
gave it access to the North Sea, Antwerp, with its magnificent harbour, came 
to dominate the commercial life of the region.

A trading centre for sugar from the emerging Spanish and Portuguese 
plantation systems in Africa and the New World, Antwerp’s manufacturers 
processed raw sugar, one of the most important commodities in early mod-
ern Europe, for distribution in Germany and elsewhere throughout northern 
Europe. Also a banking centre, a market for spices (especially pepper), the 
terminus for the influx of American silver and a formidable textile pro-
ducer, Antwerp was one of, or probably, the richest city in Western Europe, 
and a hub for Spanish trade, serving as a link for the movement of capital 
and commodities from the Americas and Asia. Philip’s entry into Antwerp, 
because of the city’s growing turn toward Protestantism, its proximity to the 
growing unrest in the Netherlands, and, most of all, because of its wealth 
and economic significance within the Spanish Empire, carried with it enor-
mous political and symbolic valence.4
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Philip enters Antwerp

For Philip and his father Charles V, the entry into Antwerp represented 
perhaps the most important stage in the round of festivities that introduced 
Philip as the soon to be heir to the Low Countries. It confirmed the Habs-
burgs’ rights over Flanders, Brabant and other regions in the area as direct 
descendants of Philip the Fair (the husband of Joanna the Mad) and Philip’s 
grandfather. The city’s municipal officials or senate sought to project not 
only Antwerp’s loyalty for its soon-to-be ruler, but to show, through fes-
tive displays and martial events, the Habsburgs’ magnificence and power, as 
well as that of the city. That this ‘joyful entry’ came after the great knightly 
performances and fictitious warfare at Binche, a respite for Philip and his 
royal father from the tedious and hard task of ‘public’ festive performances, 
signalled the political significance of Antwerp and of the heightened expec-
tations that Philip and Charles V had for these elaborate and highly scripted 
programmes of entries and festivities.

As was the case in many other early modern entries and princely pageantry, 
Philip’s ceremonial procession into the city could be seen as the aggregate 
of a series of intertwined events. They consisted of artificial constructions 
(mostly ephemeral arches and other temporary buildings), elaborate and 
highly scripted spectacles, the actual procession into the town, the order of 
those marching in the formal procession which was always hierarchical, the 
status of those welcoming the king and escorting him to the civic centre of 
the cities and the different martial events: tournament, jousts and the like, 
that were a necessary part of every royal or princely entry in this period. For 
the sake of clarity and brevity, it may be useful to briefly focus on one single 
element of the entry, that is, the ephemeral ceremonial arches. Although 
they articulated a complex and multi-vocal discourse, the emphasis was on 
the high expectations which Antwerp’s citizens had for the soon to be count 
of Flanders, as well as on the Habsburg rulers’ achievements and genealogy 
and the hope for a Golden Age and good relationship between the city and 
its ruler. Alas! It was not to be.

Ceremonial arches

To describe every arch erected (or, in one specific case an already permanent 
one) through which Philip’s entry into Antwerp took place would be a very 
tedious exercise. Building ephemeral commemorative arches along the route 
of the procession from outside the city into its religious and administrative 
centre was part of a long-established festive tradition. Such elaborate arches 
were built in large number in the sixteenth century even for less spectacular 
entries than the one examined here. My purpose here is only to highlight 
the iconographic symbolism of the arches and the meaning of the numerous 
inscriptions that adorned these artificial constructs. Or to put it in another 
way, how the links between the Prince and the city were to be represented. 
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We know from other entries that municipal and royal authorities cooper-
ated in the messages that were to be conveyed, that is, that these icono-
graphical displays were joint efforts in which the Crown (or in this case, the 
soon-to-be Count of Flanders) and the leaders of Antwerp worked together 
to convey specific messages to the people that lined the streets and to each 
other, even though we seldom have information as to who plotted the entry.

In that sense, Philip’s entry into Antwerp, laden as it was with political 
and religious significance, was also distinct from other entries in that it is 
one of those rare instances in which we know who had designed the ephem-
eral triumphal arches and spectacles (with the exception of those built by 
the Genoese and the Spaniards). Calvete de Estrella, although also an eye-
witness, tells us that he had faithfully followed the descriptions of the entire 
festive programme from the notes and poetry of Cornelio (Cornelius) Schri-
jver or Grapheo, secretary of Anvers’ Senate, erudite scholar or antiquarian, 
and author of some appalling Latin poetry (cited by Calvete de Estrella) that 
explained the mythical origins of the city and of its original ruler, the giant, 
Antigono.5 In 1535, almost fifteen years before Philip’s entry, Grapheo had 
published a little known polemical work, Monstrum anabaptisticum, rei 
christianae pernicies, which as the title indicates, was a Catholic response to 
Protestant Anabaptist beliefs. His orthodoxy then was beyond reproof, as 
the iconographical displays in the arches clearly showed.

Conveniently, Calvete de Estrella does not fail to recall Charles V’s entry 
into the city in 1545, the first to do so through the recently built (1543) 
ceremonial gate, known, because of Charles V’s initial entry, as the Cae-
sarean gate. Iconographic details added to this ceremonial gate for Philip’s 
entry linked Charles V’s previous visit with Philip’s. Wild men and women, 
music and imperial and municipal standards welcomed the young prince 
into the city. As Philip proceeded from the ceremonial gate to the palace, 
he travelled along a street decorated with columns, which according to Cal-
vete de Estrella numbered 2,200. Each column had emblems from Spain’s 
royal houses, portraits of the royal family and reiterated the lordship of the 
emperor (and his soon to be heir) over the region. Fortunately, Calvete de 
Estrella did not describe, to the relief of his and my readers, every single 
column. (119ff)

From outside the city to its centre, Philip passed under one permanent 
arch, the already mentioned Caesarean gate, and underneath eleven other 
artificial arches. The arches served also as stages for spectacles (different 
somewhat from free-standing theatrical representations), tableaux vivants, 
harquebuses and small artillery discharges. The were built in rapid succes-
sion, one arch following the other in close proximity, ranging from fifty 
steps to, at the most, one hundred steps. One may imagine how, as the 
prince passed under one arch, the other loomed near by. Altogether twelve 
arches led the Prince into the heart of the city, not counting another ephem-
eral construction outside the city walls. The Caesarean gate emphasised 
Antwerp’s loyalty to Philip with the city’s motto in abundant display there 
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and throughout the entire entry, proclaiming that the city was ‘always faith-
ful’. References to the city’s wealth and its commercial importance within 
the Spanish lands, served as an important reminder of Antwerp’s economic 
significance within Spain and the world’s commercial networks.

The arch sponsored by the Spanish merchants focused on the historical 
continuity of the Spanish royal traditions and genealogy, connecting Philip 
with seven previous kings, ranging from Pelayo (the first semi mythical 
‘founder of the Reconquest’) to Ferdinand the Catholic, Philip’s grand-
father. It was from the top of this arch that Spanish soldiers discharged their 
weapons which, besides the sonorous effect created by the firearms, served 
as salutary reminders to Antwerp’s citizens of the power of the Spanish 
Army, an army that was soon to be engaged in the Low Countries against 
Protestants and rebels in the Netherlands.

The Spanish-sponsored arch was quickly followed by other arches. They 
were built of wood, with elaborate iconographic details, symbolic sculp-
tures and abundant poetical Latin inscriptions, most of them of question-
able art and taste. The Genoese arch followed the Spanish arch and a ‘public 
arch’, that is, a ceremonial structure sponsored by the city of Antwerp, came 
next. This arch reminded Philip of the importance of merchants in the city, 
while the Florentine arch emphasised his connection with Hercules and with 
the Medici family. Significantly one of the characters represented in the final 
arch was Michelangelo, a testimony to his enduring reputation into the mid-
sixteenth century. Other arches were also sponsored by the city, including 
an elaborate construction with an ephemeral palace and chapel, where the 
Prince took an initial oath to protect Catholicism. This particular arch was 
followed by arches sponsored by the English merchants or English nation in 
Antwerp and by the Germans.

The chronicler pays close attention to the cost of each arch (the cost of 
the German arch was the lowest) and to the number of artisans engaged 
in the design and construction of these ephemeral arches. As many as two 
hundred and twenty craftsmen were employed in the building of some of 
these ephemeral arches, though the Germans only used ninety artisans for 
their arch. The sycophantic symbols and literary and mythological refer-
ences emphasised Philip’s equanimity, the hopes that his rule would be just, 
the struggle against the Turk and the conflating of hopeful expectations 
of Philip’s rule with the accomplishment of his royal father, the emperor 
Charles V. In the festive scripting of Philip’s entry into Antwerp, spectacles, 
jousts and parades were also part and parcel of these elaborate representa-
tions of power, tableaux vivants and other such dramatic performances. 
But, they were, as we shall see, of little avail.

Antwerp’s displays were common throughout Western Europe, and it 
may be useful to reflect on their social meaning and try to explicate the 
confusion of symbols, messages, pleas and reminders that were present in 
the well-scripted arches and spectacles upon which the young prince was 
to gaze. Since Calvete de Estrella followed Grapheo’s descriptions (both 
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as an eyewitness and as the one providing the humanistic references for 
these activities), one is fairly sure that what was described was also built 
(something that was not often the case). What we encounter in Philip’s 
‘Joyous Entry’ into Antwerp are the often-contradictory messages from a 
diversity of protagonists. Yet, they all sought to impress Philip, their soon-
to-be ruler. They sought to gain his support or, at least, his benevolence. 
Each of the mercantile groups or, as they were known, nations, doing busi-
ness in Antwerp sought to call attention to themselves by adulatory arches 
and spectacles. Germans, Florentines, Spaniards, Antwerp merchants and 
others aimed at reminding Philip, through their competitive artificial con-
structions and representations, of their role in Antwerp’s commerce and in 
the commercial life of the Spanish monarchy and Empire. Mixing religion, 
mythology, genealogy and their own history (in the obvious case of the city’s 
municipal council and its ruling elites), these numerous actors made claims 
that were not always in accord with each other or with the economic and 
political reality of the city.

Each group attempted to impress the prince with specific messages, con-
veyed in mottos written in Latin, and sponsored mostly for the consump-
tion of Philip’s advisers (people like Calvete de Estrella himself), since the 
Prince, as we know, could not read Latin very well or at all. Neither could 
most of the people in attendance, so it begs the question, for who were these 
messages and inscriptions intended? Each group was in competition with 
the others for princely favour, but their messages, at least the written ones 
as opposed to the sculptural programme, belonged to the rarified world of 
local erudites and antiquarians.

Most significant in these complex cycles of festivities and artificial arches 
is the role of Antwerp’s authorities in engaging in a dual set of messages. 
One was the city’s loyalty and devotion to their soon-to-be master. After all, 
the loyalty of the city and of its numerous Protestant mercantile community 
and civic leaders ran counter to the blatant display of Philip’s oath to pro-
tect the Church, taken at the wood chapel built right towards the middle of 
his transit from outside the walls of the city to its civic heart. At the same 
time, Antwerp wished to remind Philip of the city’s wealth and commercial 
importance, and that the city was capable (as shown in the procession that 
led the Prince to the centre of the city) of putting a formidable armed con-
tingent on the field in case of need. The city was willing to declare its loyalty 
and devotion, but also insisted on a ruler who would be benevolent.

Denouement

Not everything was, however, as it seemed, pointing to the difficulties of 
reading these accounts at face value. Reading between the lines we learn 
that things that did not work as well as Calvete de Estrella would like us to 
believe. We learn that the Portuguese merchants did not show up after all, 
probably throwing into confusion the entire ceremonial script. Even though 
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the Portuguese came to Philip as a group to apologise for their absence the 
following day, we do not know what Philip’s response was. He would not, 
one suspects, have been pleased. The day would come, almost thirty-one 
years later when he would succeed to the Portuguese throne and, as we 
know, he was not necessarily responsive to Portuguese interests after 1580.

And worse yet, although Calvete de Estrella fails to provide too much 
detail about this, we know from his narrative that it rained. Brabant and 
Flanders rained on Philip’s parade. And the rain was really a storm. The 
prince, his royal father and relatives were, in Calvete de Estrella’s pithy 
words, soaked to the bone. This would have been, in spite of all the money 
distributed, the finery of the participants, the decorations along the ceremo-
nial route, the artillery discharges and so forth, a real disappointment. It 
would have thrown, figuratively and in reality, a real cloud on the perfor-
mances and the representation of power. The symbolic meaning of the entry 
was lost as the participants and the viewers tried to protect themselves from 
the driving rain and wind. Everything was wet, and unlike events today that 
could be cancelled or rescheduled, both the citizens of Antwerp and Philip 
chose to go ahead with the entry and tried to save as much of it as they could 
manage. Here, the limits of representation and of narratives of power are 
clearly seen. This was to be, after all, the signal entry in the Low Countries. 
Antwerp had planned and scripted, in consort with, and with the approval 
of, Philip, a ‘Joyous Entry’ that would reassert Antwerp’s importance as the 
commercial capital (together with Seville) of the Spanish Empire. The entry 
represented an attempt, in the face of growing Protestant unrest, especially 
in the northern provinces, to unify a city sharply divided by sectarian pas-
sions. The city pleaded for a benign rule; Philip sought for obedience and 
support in Spain’s growing struggle in Germany, Central Europe and the 
Low Countries.

There were, however, even more reasons why these representations of 
power would fall partly on deaf ears. Unlike his father, Charles V who was 
born in Ghent and spoke Flemish as his native language, Philip, who had 
a serious lack of linguistic skills, did not speak a word of Flemish or even 
much French. His Latin was very limited at best. How did they communi-
cate? Most probably, Antwerp’s officials spoke Castilian, something of the 
lingua franca of the sixteenth century, but Philip must have been oblivious 
to the nuances that ceremonial arches, Latin inscriptions and the like sought 
to project. Philip was, after all, a Castilian prince, a foreigner. If the Castil-
ians reacted so vehemently to Charles V’s foreign advisers and inability ini-
tially to speak Spanish, so did the people in Flanders and Brabant to Philip’s 
shortcoming and cultural predilections (though it must be said that Philip 
loved Flemish art and that Flanders and Burgundy remained throughout his 
life his true point of reference for ceremonies and chivalrous behaviour).

More adversity, an intimation of things to come, would follow. Over the 
next decades after Philip’s ascent to the throne in 1556, a series of viceroys 
sought to maintain order in the region. Their success was either limited or 
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ended in failure. Ten years after Philip II began to rule the sprawling Span-
ish monarchy, the region rose up in arms against the Spanish Catholic rule. 
The capable military leader, the famous or infamous Duke of Alba, soon 
replaced the Viceroy, the diplomacy-oriented Marguerite of Parma, in 1567. 
In spite of Alba’s brilliant military abilities and his early success, however, 
an armed conflict began that would grind the Spanish power into dust over 
the next eight decades. Trade declined and the more than five-hundred-year 
commercial links between the Bay of Biscay Spanish commercial centres and 
Antwerp was badly damaged.

On 4 November 1576, Spanish soldiers in Flanders, at the very end of 
their rope because their salary was long in arrears, and incensed by the 
stiff resistance and opposition of Antwerp’s Protestants, sacked the city in 
what has become known as the ‘Spanish Fury’, an unfortunate term used 
by the Spanish national football team to describe itself, but also an impor-
tant part of Flemish memorialization of their resistance to Spain and of 
Spanish cruelty and savagery, part and parcel of the Black Legend. The city 
was crushed; many of its citizens killed. Shortly afterwards, Protestant mer-
chants and others relocated their businesses to Amsterdam. Some Catholic 
ones, as shall be seen below, moved their businesses to Seville. The future 
was with those who travelled north into the soon-to-be Dutch Republic and 
into Protestantism. Spain would eventually wane, and Philip’s ‘Joyful Entry’ 
into Antwerp became nothing but a bitter memory, a clear symbol of the 
limits and failure of representation and what was in store for the Spanish 
Monarchs in the seventeenth century.

The late Habsburgs

In many respects, the problems that Philip faced in Antwerp and the sack of 
the city in 1576, with its decisive impact on the Spanish economy and global 
power foreshadows what was to happen to Spain in the seventeenth century. 
I have indulged in such a long account about Philip’s entrance into Antwerp 
because it offers us a perspective from outside the peninsula and because 
the entry’s failure and the sack of the city serve as a tell-telling sign that the 
roots of Spanish decline the next century were already in the making long 
before the Dutch revolt, the defeat of the Invincible Armada, or the social 
upheavals of the late sixteenth century. After all, the first picaresque novel, 
the Lazarillo de Tormes, written towards the mid-sixteenth century, already 
shows the harsh social realities that plagued the Spanish realms. Philip III 
(1598–1621), Philip IV (1621–1665), and Charles II’s (1665–1700) succes-
sive reigns provided little improvement to internal or external crises.

But, it was not as if Philip II’s son and grandson were completely incompe-
tent, though Charles II, his great-grandson certainly was, suffering as he did 
from serious mental and physical handicaps. Part of the problem was that 
these rulers preferred to leave the business of government and the burdens 
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of office to favourites or válidos. The Duke of Lerma (Philip III’s favourite) 
was, in spite of the modern re-evaluation of his political and administrative 
skills (on behalf of his king), venal and had a single-minded commitment to 
his family and to his own fortune and prestige. Philip IV seems to have been 
far more interested in statecraft than his father had been. He also benefit-
ted from his favourite’s, the Count-Duke of Olivares, remarkable abilities 
and commitment to the renewal of Spain and of his monarch’s prestige. Yet, 
regardless of his abilities and good intentions, Olivares could not reverse 
the long years of neglectful rule or the internal and external forces to undo 
Spain in Iberia and in the world at large (see Chapter 1).6

As to Charles II, his reign was a catastrophe, as Spain gave up most of 
what remained from its former role as ‘the gendarme of Europe’. A series 
of treaties removed most of Spanish influence for northern Europe and else-
where. A permanent infant, his mother and official regent, Mariana of Aus-
tria (Philip IV’s second wife) directed his early rule. Possessed by intense 
religious sensibilities, Mariana came to depend on a series of favourites. 
The first one was a priest, Juan Everardo Nithard, whom she appointed as 
Grand Inquisitor on 1666. Others, less religious but fairly incompetent and 
greedy, would follow.

While it would be easy to provide a facile formula that explains the pre-
cipitous decline of Spain in the seventeenth century  – with all the social 
consequences that such decline implied – such as military defeat, economic 
downturn, the expulsion of the Moriscos and the like, one may also see it 
as a transition from statecraft (as practiced by Philip II and Olivares) to 
religiosity. This is not to argue that Philip II or Olivares were not pious or 
religious, but to state the fact that, as the seventeenth century progressed, 
the Spanish monarchy and many of its subjects embraced forms of excessive 
religiosity and pious public displays, what Amanda Wunder has forcefully 
described for Seville (see below) as the growing reliance on medios divinos 
(divine means) over medios humanos (attempts at rational reform). It is not 
a coincidence that the two largest autos-de-fe in the history of the Inquisi-
tion in Spain took place precisely under Charles II. Expensive as these affairs 
were, requiring the deployment of immense resources, the funds could have 
been deployed elsewhere in more rational pursues. I am not saying of course 
that excessive religiosity or dependence on transcendental remedies were 
the cause of Spain’s decline, but that the shift from carnival to the Corpus 
Christi examined in an earlier chapter, from statecraft to religion, mentioned 
briefly above, serves as a sign post for what happened to the Iberian realms 
in the seventeenth century.

The workings of religion

As we have seen in earlier chapter and as I have shown in a recent book, fes-
tivals, whether royal entries, coronations or the Corpus Christi processions, 
conflated elements of what we may describe as ‘secular’ and ‘religious’. 
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In Philip’s entry into Antwerp, we see clear precedents for the marriage 
between political power, religion and representation. Philip, although pro-
foundly religious, would never have sacrificed the realms’ needs to advance 
the Church. After all, the Spanish Monarchs held an often-antagonistic rela-
tionship with the Papacy. While religion buttressed political power, and vice 
versa, there was a long tradition in Spain, dating to the Middle Ages and 
especially in Castile, that jealously kept the autonomy of kings from any 
interference from the Church.

Religious festivals in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

By the late sixteenth century and throughout the seventeenth century, reli-
gious festivals overtook royal ceremonials. It was not, however, as if royal 
and princely entries stopped altogether. Princesses coming from abroad still 
received formal and elaborate entries. That was the case with the Madrid’s 
entry of Anna of Austria (Philip II’s fourth wife) in 1570, or with that of 
Queen Margarita of Austria (also into Madrid) in 1599.7 Yet, from Philip 
II’s death onwards, the kings of Spain eschewed their peripatetic life, settled 
in Madrid, and, to a large extent, removed themselves from the public gaze. 
I have discussed this in great detail, showing how the rulers of the Spanish 
monarchy preferred to observe significant events (baptism of royal heirs, 
funerals, the proclamation of their ascent to power and other ‘public’ and 
significant stages of the royal family and the kingdom) from the seclusion 
of their windows, often hidden behind curtains.8 But what did this shift, for 
which I argue here (and have argued in previous chapters, in most of my 
work), mean for the social life of most people in Spain?

Religious festivals, whether the celebrations held because of England’s 
return to the Catholic fold in connection with Mary’s ascent to the throne or 
the long awaited canonization of Spanish saints in the seventeenth century 
reveal how much of municipal, ecclesiastic and royal resources were chan-
nelled to displays that had, as their main purpose, to reify (and to display) 
Spanish religiosity and the connections to a hierarchical concept of power. 
As I have shown elsewhere, the Llibre de les solemnitats de Barcelona and 
Pere Joan Comes’s Libre de algunes coses asanyaladas, which provided a 
thorough account of festive events in Barcelona (although also including 
royal and princely entries) are heavily tilted towards the descriptions of 
more religious displays. Central to their narrative is the feast of the Corpus 
Christi. Surely, the Corpus procession incorporated many secular themes 
as I have shown in an earlier chapter, but these ‘secular’ or non-religious 
themes were put at the service of the glorification of the Host and the articu-
lation of Catholic propaganda against Protestants.

Far more significant, both accounts emphasised, even more than descrip-
tions of the Corpus Christi celebrations, the memorialization of death. ‘In 
volume I of the Llibre des solemnitats de Barcelona, covering the period 
between 1424 and 1546, thirty-three entries out of a total of one hundred 

 



282  Culture and society in an age of decline

and eleven described the burial or commemoration of the anniversary of 
the death or either illustrious citizens of Barcelona.  .  . or members of the 
royal family’. Together with descriptions of other religious events, the Lli-
bre was heavily involved with representations of the sacred. Volume two 
(1564–1719) has only twenty-nine entries, reflecting perhaps the slowing 
down of festive events. More than half, sixteen in total, dealt with careful 
descriptions of burials and the religious festivities and pomp associated with 
such events. When one adds descriptions of the Corpus Christi and other 
religious celebrations, we know that in Barcelona, at least, festive displays 
focused, to a large extent, on religious themes. Death and representations 
of suffering had become inexorably linked to early modern Spanish life and 
artistic iconography.9

The celebrations of England’s reconversion to Catholicism

In 1555 Toledo, the news that England had returned to the Catholic faith 
triggered a series of celebrations, described in painstaking detail by Sebastián 
de Horozco (ca.1510–1581). His narrative ranged from the bizarre to the 
religious to the lascivious. Perhaps an explanation for the Toledan civil and 
ecclesiastical authorities’ extraordinary and elaborate festive programme 
related to Toledo’s bid to become the capital of the Spanish monarchy, a 
contest it lost to Madrid in 1561. I  have not found accounts for similar 
celebrations anywhere else in Spain, pointing to the connection between 
religious festivities and political needs. Beginning on 9 February, the day the 
news of England’s return to Catholicism arrived in Toledo, bells tolled inces-
santly throughout the city and lights (luminarias) lit all of Toledo’s impor-
tant buildings. The next day, a Sunday, saw elaborate processions in which 
all the leading civil and ecclesiastical dignitaries marched in hierarchal order 
through the city’s narrow streets. Guilds and the general public joined in.

For the next sixteen days, the period between England’s official embrac-
ing of Catholic dogma and Mardi Gras, the city lived in a flurry of activity, 
punctuated by daily and nightly processions, masked performers, music and 
martial events (such as the running of the ring). That one of these proces-
sions involved prostitutes from the officially licenced city brothels, and that 
they marched disguised as men, tell us of the manner in which the religious 
and the carnivalesque or transgressive conflated in the midst of the sixteenth 
century. These celebrations, commingling high and low, served to lessen the 
distance in Toledo and elsewhere between those who had and those who did 
not, creating a kind of social context in which the flow between the ‘reli-
gious’ and the quotidian overlapped.10

How very different the themes and performance of religious festivals 
became a century afterwards. Such events (even though still incorporating 
carnivalesque themes) would not contemplate or permit a parade by the 
semi-official guild of prostitutes. In fact, prostitution, fairly tolerated as an 
important source of income for municipal governments in late medieval and 

 



Spain under the late Habsburgs I  283

early modern Spain, came under severe scrutiny and limitations in the seven-
teenth century. As I have argued elsewhere, between Toledo’s rowdy festivi-
ties in 1555 and 1622, when Madrid’s ecclesiastical establishments and civil 
authorities celebrated the canonization of four Spanish saints, a whole way 
of seeing and experiencing the world had dramatically changed. Gone were 
the porous boundaries between the sacred and the profane. Gone was also 
the always inherent subversive spirit present in festivals of previous years. 
That turning inwards, already presaged by the mystic turn of the sixteenth 
century, paralleled the manner in which kings represented their power by 
their absence from the public gaze, by the manner in which Spain descended 
slowly but inexorably into disillusionment. I would say a great deal more 
about disillusion in our concluding chapter, but it is important to note the 
pall that descended over the Spanish social world, especially after 1640.

Celebrating sainthood

Although by 1622 Spain was reeling from the recent expulsion of the 
Moriscos and battlefield reverses, there was an area where Spain claimed 
its signal role as the champion of Catholic orthodoxy. That year five new 
saints were canonised, four of them Spaniards: St. Isidro (a humble medi-
eval holy man and patron of Madrid), St. Ignatius of Loyola (the founder 
of the Society of Jesus), St. Francis Xavier (co-founder of the Jesuits in 
Paris in 1534), and St. Teresa of Avila (the great sixteenth-century Church 
reformer and mystic). To have four Spaniards canonised on the same year 
brought great honour to Spain and triggered expensive and elaborate fes-
tivities to commemorate the event. Although the festivities still included 
dances, tableaux vivants, mock battles between Turks and Christians (a 
reminder of the enduring festive re-enactments of the conflict between 
Christians and Moors), games of canes and the running of bulls, the cen-
tre piece of the celebrations, extending over many days, were the pious 
processions, altars erected throughout the city and artificial constructions 
(palaces and the like) that reiterated the connections between the Church 
and the Crown.

Most of these elaborate constructions were sponsored and directly built 
by the diverse Madrid religious houses. Leading the way were the Jesuits 
since, after all, two of the saints were Jesuits. The Franciscans built gardens, 
altars, pyramids and other ephemera. All of these ephemeral constructions 
were covered with pious emblems emphasising Catholic orthodoxy and the 
close relation of the Church with the monarchy. Not to be outdone, the 
Jesuits built an artificial castle, with royal emblems and a royal effigy with 
a naked sword. Built in the centre of Madrid, these artificial constructions 
served as a reminder to the population of Madrid of the role of religion in 
their lives, of the link between political and spiritual power and, most of 
all, of the glory of the Spanish nation now blessed with four more saintly 
protectors.
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In the past, I have described these festivities, basing my narrative on eye-
witnesses’ accounts, as an example of the mélange of popular and elite ele-
ments and of the overlapping of religious and ‘secular’ elements. Re-reading 
these accounts once again, the importance of the former over the latter is 
quite evident. Almost fifty years afterwards in 1671, at the beginnings of 
Charles II’s disastrous rule, Pope Clement X canonised Ferdinand III (d. 
1252), the conqueror of Seville in 1248. His official ascent to the list of saints 
(although he had long been venerated as one, especially in Seville) prompted 
a series of events in the latter city that reflected the Sevillian preoccupation 
with seeking divine intervention as a way to deal with the mounting crises 
of the late seventeenth century.

Seville and the deployment of ‘divine means’

In Amanda Winder’s recent and engaging book, Baroque Seville: Sacred Art 
in a Century of Crisis, she presents, through a series of vignettes and case 
studies, a view of how Sevillians, while mired in a horrific economic and 
social crisis, facing devastating floods, famines and plague, chose what the 
author calls medios divinos (divine means or intercession) as the preferred 
answer to the ills besetting Spanish and Sevillian society. These medios divi-
nos were articulated through continuous appeals to the sacred, by excessive 
investment in churches, religious art and devotional practices, while neglect-
ing reforms or direct civic action.

The leading civil and ecclesiastical groups in Seville turned from human 
action to lavish attempts to seek the protection of Seville’s well-established 
saints and divine protectors. They also fostered new religious devotions. In 
the paragraphs that follow, I provide a brief reflection on Wunder’s work. 
What she discusses for Seville addresses directly the point I have been labori-
ously attempting to make, that is, that a shift occurred in seventeenth century 
Spain. That shift, although already on the way from the beginnings of the 
conflict with Protestantism and the Council of Trent, reversed the relation-
ship between the needs of the state or razón de estado and the social needs 
of the Spanish people. This led to the practice of an exaggerated baroque 
Catholicism, centred on the cult of images, lavish display and sacred art. 
What is described here for Seville was present elsewhere throughout Spain. 
It reflected the context of decline but it also affected, as shall be seen below, 
the formation of social networks between merchants, municipal and ecclesi-
astical authorities, artists and writers.

Among these new devotions, Wunder emphasises those of the Immaculate 
Conception or of the beatified Ferdinand III. Sevillians dedicated their ener-
gies and resources to these old and new religious devotions instead of sup-
porting medios humanos or the secular authorities’ rational interventions 
and measures to deal with the crises. How, then, did Seville react to these 
crises? Religious authorities, artists, members of the high nobility and even 
people from the lower levels of society engaged in a feverish programme of 
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building or rebuilding churches, purchasing and/or manufacturing of expen-
sive textiles and jewellery (to dress and adorn elaborate sacred sculptures), 
constructing elaborate altars and sacred images, or investing substantial 
financial resources in the pursuit of a new city-wide sacred landscape. What 
makes this even more remarkable is that such elaborate construction pro-
grammes took place during one of the darkest periods in Spanish history. 
From the mid-seventeenth century onwards, Spain, defeated in the religious 
wars that plagued Europe, became a second rate political power, its econ-
omy and social fabric in ruins.

What is significant, as I attempt to connect my reflections on Wunder’s 
work with Philip’s entrance into Antwerp, is the link between merchants, 
relocating their commercial enterprises from Flanders and Brabant in gen-
eral and from Antwerp in particular to Seville. This meant a contraction in 
their sphere of commercial activities from the triangular trade between Asia, 
the New World, Iberia and Flanders (remember Antwerp served as the locus 
for sugar, peppercorns and other colonial products) to Spain and the New 
World. Were some of these merchants Conversos? Did some of them support 
the efforts to turn Seville into the fulcrum of religious observances out of the 
need to establish a pristine Catholic identity or to ‘cleanse’ their mercantile 
acquired wealth in a society that grew more conscious by the day of the 
need to be noble and pious? Mateo Vázquez de Leca, Don Justino de Neve, 
Miguel Mañana, Pedro Corbet and others (some of them merchants who, 
while originally from Flanders, had made their fortunes from the American 
trade; others ecclesiastics whose wealth came also from that trade) were part 
of extensive social networks that conflated patronage, sanctity and cultural 
production. This extensive social network of donors included writers, such 
as de la Torre Farfán (who lavishly described these efforts and emphasised 
their relevance), sculptors and painters such as Montañés, Murillo (whose 
paradigmatic representations of the Immaculate Conception became a trope 
in Spanish and Catholic art in Spain and the New World) and Valdés Leal. 
We also see how these artists, especially the Valdés Leal family, functioned 
as collective enterprises where female members took an important role in 
the making of these sacred paintings and decorative programmes.

Wunder’s work allows us to see the enduring and substantial investment 
in sacred objects and the ecclesiastical authorities, patrons, nobles and the 
people in general. We see their conscious efforts to build a new and ostenta-
tious urban sacred topography as a response to decline. And my reading of 
her research raises significant questions on the mentality of Sevillians in par-
ticular and Spanish in general as to what they thought was the correct way 
to react to the endless crises besetting Seville and Spain. More religion and 
religious buildings! Fewer public works and secular reforms! At a time when 
kingdoms elsewhere in Europe – think of London or Paris for example – were 
expending considerable sums of money in modernising projects or in secu-
lar buildings, it is important to note that Seville’s resources – ecclesiastical,  
aristocratic and popular – were aimed elsewhere. So was the case for Spain 
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as a whole, and that remark encapsulates Spain’s history and social life as 
the Habsburg dynasty that had ruled Spain for almost two hundred years 
came to its unavoidable end.11

Language(s), identity and the social fabric of the empire

As I bring this chapter to a close, I would like to return to an issue raised 
in an earlier chapter of this book. That issue is the plurality of languages 
spoken in the peninsula and the impact of linguistic diversity on social iden-
tity. If the expulsion of Jews in 1492 and of Moriscos in the early seven-
teenth century diminished Spain’s linguistic plurality, the addition of oversea 
territories in North Africa, the New World and the Pacific added to the 
Spanish monarchy’s multilingual nature. Before the coming of the Bour-
bons in the early eighteenth century and beyond the chronological terminus 
of this book, Castilian, although the hegemonic language in the peninsula 
and throughout the Spanish possessions in terms of administration and cul-
ture, had not yet become also the language of a centralising nation-building 
project along the French model. Under the Habsburgs, as opposed to the 
Bourbon, there was not attempt to suppress other peninsular languages. The 
Golden Age’s outburst of towering literary and historical works occluded a 
great deal of the contributions made by Catalan writers, Hebrew scholars 
and Arab speakers. Yet, once again, Castilian’s dominance did not extend to 
an official suppression of regional languages, as was the case under Bourbon 
centralization or during Franco’s regime. Local languages survived, though 
enjoying a lesser status. Some of them, as was the case with Galician, a lan-
guage with an important medieval legacy, and Basque remained the spoken 
language of the rural population in their respective areas. Catalans wrote in 
Castilian, but the language, although also somewhat confined to rural areas 
until the late nineteenth century, remained part of Catalan society’s social 
fabric.

Hebrew and Arabic, if we follow Cervantes, remained alive in small 
pockets of the peninsula. Hebrew and Arabic became languages of com-
merce, kept very much alive by translators, the trujumáns in the Spanish 
outposts in North Africa. You could not trade, relate to subject popula-
tions, or engage in local politics without entry into these diverse linguis-
tic communities. Peculiarly, Jews and Muslims, forbidden to practice their 
religion or use their language after 1492 and the early sixteenth century 
respectively in the peninsular kingdoms, were allowed to keep their ances-
tral faith and language in Oran, Melilla, Ceuta and other Spanish outposts 
on the North African Mediterranean coast. Some knowledge of Arabic was 
certainly necessary if one lived near the Mediterranean or sailed its waters. 
Cervantes’s classical work is sprinkled with words that sought to convey the 
author’s familiarity with Arabic (after all Don Quijote was fictionally writ-
ten in Arabic and translated). In Don Quijote, the interpreter (a Converso to 
Islam) in the prison or banhos de Algiers spoke also a kind of lingua franca 
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that mixed several all the languages spoken on the shores of the Western 
Mediterranean.12

If language was the instrument of empire, as Antonio de Nebrija (1441–
1522) famously argued in his dedication to Queen Isabella in what was the 
first printed vernacular (Castilian) grammar in Europe, a variety of languages 
were also the vehicles of integration into the Spanish monarchy sprawling 
colonial possessions. If Castilian acquired a place of honour because of its 
literary prowess, Nahuatl, Quechua and other languages native to the New 
World were the sinews of running the administration of places like Mexico 
and Peru. Spanish friars and secular scholars learned these languages, cre-
ated written forms of these linguistic traditions, recorded native histories, 
the names of plants and animals in their original form, as Francisco Hernán-
dez did for Philip II in the second half of the sixteenth century. What we 
know about the Mexica and the Inca past was preserved in the original 
languages or in detailed accounts in Castilian by enterprising Castilian and 
native authors, often working in collaboration into the seventeenth century. 
Thousands of documents in Mexico, written in Nahuatl, Zapotec, Mixtec 
and other languages in Mexico and Meso-America tell us of the extraordi-
nary vitality of a multilingual society even under the supposed hegemony of 
Castilian.

But what does that mean in terms of social history? It is clear that one’s 
language and how one spoke that language was a marker of social stand-
ing and social filiation. If to advance in the Castilian-dominated Spanish 
administrative, political and cultural world, one were required to be flu-
ent in Castilian, as Juan Boscán’s example shows (he was a Catalan writer, 
ca.1490–1542, whose edition of Garcilaso de la Vega’s Eclogues in Castilian 
is considered to be the beginnings of the Golden Age of Spanish literature), 
the language one spoke at the local level determined one’s place in the hier-
archical nature of Spanish society. Language, not unlike clothing and forms 
of eating, served as a marker of one’s place in the social order.

When Cervantes describes Don Quixote’s address to sheep herders on the 
Golden Age of equality or in his many admonitions to Sancho, most of his 
words are incomprehensible to his listeners, reinforcing his audience on the 
idea that he is mad. The linguistic gulf between the educated and the non-
educated, a reality in our world today, was often unbridgeable. Pedro Cal-
derón de la Barca (1600–1681), whose work is so representative of many of 
the themes explored above and of Spain’s embracing of religious ideals to 
the expense of social change, wrote a remarkable historical play about the 
Morisco revolt in the Alpujarras. In his Amar después de la muerte (Love 
after Death), written in 1633, the hero of the play, a noble Muslim, speaks 
in a Castilian that shows all the adornments of Baroque Castilian. He also 
displayed that sense of honour that was an important trope in Calderón de 
la Barca’s work and in the culture of the age. His servant, pointedly named 
Alcuzcuz, or Couscous (you eat what you are), speaks a pidgin Castilian, 
laced with Arabic terms. His main concern, not unlike those of Sancho in 
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Don Quijote or the protagonists in the picaresque novels, was to satisfy the 
needs of his body for survival. Were these literary representations not the 
same as some of the most salient charges hurled against Moriscos? That 
they did not learn Castilian and that they reproduced at too much of an 
alarming rate? These examples are repeated in many examples taken from 
literature and from daily life. Language, besides being the kernel of collec-
tive ‘national’ or regional identity(ies), served also, as it often does today, as 
a tell-telling sign of one’s place in the social order.

Conclusion

The shift in the relationship between the sacred and the secular within Span-
ish society, the rise of Castilian to the detriment of other local languages but 
without the suppression of those languages impacted Spanish society in the 
seventeenth century. These developments were harbingers of broader eco-
nomic, social and political ruptures. The numberless treatises and essays by 
reformers (arbitristas) serve as a guide to the growing shadow that darkened 
Spanish society, especially in the second half of the seventeenth century. The 
future was, at best, uncertain. Literary works, exaggerated religious obser-
vances placed an elaborate emphasis on honour, on prestige and on repu-
tation. Yet, the growing losses on the battlefield were signs of the decline. 
And this was reflected in the general desire for a noble status, punctilious 
religiosity, the decline of guilds and crafts and the pejorative representations 
of work and workers. The future ahead was not promising.
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Habsburgs
Society in an age of crisis II

The shift from rational attempts (statecraft) to deal with the crises besetting 
the Spanish world to religion and the advocacy of saints or the hardening of 
social lines between those above and those below were of course not unique 
Spanish phenomena; nor were they the only themes and social and cultural 
tropes present in the peninsula. Spanish society on both shores of the Medi-
terranean and the Atlantic was not monolithic. Exceptions existed in large 
number. Popular culture, as reflected in picaresque novels that grew more 
and more bitter as we transition into the seventeenth century, provides a 
glimpse at an entire world of scammers, petty-delinquents and others. Their 
anti-heroes’ most pressing concern was survival. They wished, like everyone 
else, as good a life as they could enjoy, but with the least amount of work 
or honesty. The protagonists’ single-minded dedication to ignoring the law 
and religion or subverting existing institutions was part of their appeal to 
the reading public.

There is, as noted above, a world of difference between the mid-sixteenth 
century Lazarillo de Tormes, with its humorous and satirical tone and the 
darker and more threatening late sixteenth-and-early-seventeenth-century’s 
Guzmán de Alfarache (1599–1604) by Mateo Alemán and El buscón (The 
Swindler) by Quevedo, written around 1604 and published in 1626 (with-
out Quevedo’s permission). These two later works, albeit their moralising 
intent, painted a darker vision of Spanish society than its predecessor had 
done fifty years before.

Nor is there a great deal of religious fervour in Don Quijote, where reli-
gion is knight-errantry, or among the American indigenous people working 
in the mines at Potosi and Guanajuato, or among the African slaves tending 
to the bourgeoning sugar plantations in the Caribbean and elsewhere in the 
New World. Of course, religiosity was also felt at the lower levels of society. 
As we saw in the previous chapter, Amanda Wunder describes how the poor 
neighbours of one of Seville’s parishes rebuilt and adorned their church with 
contributions coming from the least affluent people in the city. Their sense 
of religion and its connection to politics and culture was, however, diametri-
cally different from that felt and experienced by their betters. As it was a 
case with Philip’s entry into Antwerp in 1549, it may be useful to examine 
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a case study of one of those cultural manifestations that belies our common 
perception of Spain’s culture and social history.

A closer look tells us a great deal about Spanish society or, to be more 
accurate, about some segments of that society in that transition from 
hegemony to loss of power that became, as represented by the debate over 
decline, one of the leitmotivs in Spanish society in the seventeenth century. 
How to manage decline? Who to blame for the loss of prestige and for the 
disenchantment that swept the society? Or the flip side of these questions: 
was Spain declining at all? We may tangentially insert ourselves into these 
questions by examining the strange history of the reception and deployment 
of Hermetic tropes in seventeenth-century Spain. A brief glance at these eso-
teric forms of knowledge provides us with a lens through which to observe 
the complexities and contradictions of Spain, as its dominant presence in 
European affairs came to an end.

Hermetic echoes in seventeenth century Spain and Mexico

We all know, thanks to Frances Yates’s remarkable book of the importance 
of the Hermetic tradition (a heady mix of astrological, alchemical, magi-
cal, new-Platonist and Gnostic texts attributed to an Egyptian priest who 
was, supposedly, a contemporary of Moses) in the intellectual history of 
the West in the late fifteenth throughout most of the sixteenth centuries. 
Hermeticism’s impact remained quite powerful even after Isaac Casausbon 
dismissed the authenticity of the texts in 1614. But as we know, Giordano 
Bruno was never in Spain. Bruno visited France, England and Germany; 
and through the diffusion of his works, Hermeticism established important 
beachheads throughout most of Western Europe. But Spain, he never vis-
ited. We know of Bruno’s anti-Spanish feelings: Spain a country representing 
‘another kind of pedantry, making for war and social disruption’.1 It was 
inconceivable for Bruno, or, for that matter, for Yates, to imagine Hermeti-
cism making inroads into Philip II’s supposedly sombre world, a world of 
inquisitors, its universities dominated by scholasticism and Thomas Aqui-
nas’s philosophy, a land sadly bypassed by the transformative ferment of the 
scientific revolution.

Sixteenth and early seventeenth century observers, and even many his-
torians today, saw Spain as the guardian of Catholic orthodoxy in a reli-
giously fragmented Europe. Spain could not, by any possible stretch of the 
imagination, have been receptive to the lures of Hermeticism or to Bruno’s 
provocative works. Nothing could be more antithetical than the image of 
the Renaissance magus – that sure forerunner of the early modern scientist – 
setting up shop in Spain. Or could it not? As we know, Philip II collected a 
significant number of astrological and magical works at his great library in 
the Escorial. And although Bruno was burned at the stake as a heretic at the 
Campo de Fiori in Rome, Italian scholars, Ficino most notably among them, 
had also embraced the wisdom they thought was imbedded in those ancient 
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works to great profit and acclaim. Nothing in history is ever black and 
white. And so it was with Spain, which is why when one attempts to define 
social categories, social trends or cultural transmission, it needs always to be 
cautiously done, pointing to the many exceptions and caveats. Hermeticism 
was one of those important exceptions.

The Hermetic magus, with his intellectual pursuits of magic, alchemy and 
astrology, has often been seen, or so we are told, as a stage in the rise of 
science and rationality in the West, as a bridge between the ethereal world 
of magic and the hard-nosed world of scientific fact, and Hermeticism was 
supposedly banished altogether from the landscape of Spanish early modern 
cultural and scientific history. In turn, Spain itself has traditionally been 
neglected and marginalised in the writing of the history of Hermeticism at 
large; thus, Yates.

In some respects, this neglect echoes the Black Legend’s dismissal and 
misrepresentation of Spanish intellectual history. Bruno himself engaged in 
representations of Spain that were commonplace among sixteenth-century 
Italian travellers in Iberia. He and others depicted Spaniards as arrogant 
(which, of course, they were), proud and as liars.2 But cultural historians 
may have been looking for signs of Hermeticism in the wrong place. Instead 
of scouring the works of academics, philosophers and scientists, historians 
might have searched for traces of Hermeticism in works of literature. If one 
turns to novels, poetry and, above all, plays, one could easily find a plethora 
of Hermetic themes, challenging the boundaries of orthodoxy to the general 
applause of a cultured reading public and to the acclaim of an uneducated 
popular audience. And these manifestations of Hermetic tropes were far 
more than simple echoes or faint stirrings of occult traditions and esoteric 
knowledge. They constituted a veritable clamour, undermining and subvert-
ing Spanish ‘official’ orthodox culture and making religion, even among the 
elite and after the Council of Trent reforms, a complex set of beliefs and 
practices.

There was, in fact, a strong magical tradition in medieval Spain, preced-
ing the reception of Hermetic writings and the revival of pagan mysteries in 
Italy. In addition, Hermetic tropes were present in Spanish literary culture 
from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century, highlighting how some of the 
best-known literary figures of Spain’s Golden Age, authors such as Lope de 
Vega, Tirso de Molina and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (in the New World), 
deployed Hermetic symbols in their works. This is most evident in two late 
seventeenth-century plays (written after Casaubon’s dismissal of Hermes 
Trismegistus’s authenticity): Pedro Calderón de la Barca’s Life is a Dream 
(La vida es sueño), as well as a later sequel or thematic companion, Bances 
Candamo’s La piedra filosofal (The Philosopher’s Stone). Both of these 
plays were produced for the court reflecting the cultural and social predi-
lections of the late Habsburgs. Life is a Dream, for example, enjoyed an 
impeccable orthodox pedigree. After all, Calderón de la Barca was the most 
prominent author of numberless autos sacramentales or religious theatrical 
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productions and Corpus Christi plays that also played incessently at the 
Habsburg court with less exposure to the general public.

Spanish literature and Hermeticism

Spain was actually a fertile ground for Hermeticism. Long before the Cor-
pus Hermeticum and other Hermetic texts arrived in mid-fifteenth-century 
Florence, the Iberian peninsula was home to one of the most influential eso-
teric forms of knowledge in Western Europe: the Kabbalah. Bruno himself, 
though knowing the Zohar only second hand, was influenced by Kabbalah 
mysticism through the works of Pico, Agrippa and Reuchlin. Playing a sig-
nificant role in the culture of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe, the 
Zohar or Book of Splendour was composed in Castile in the late thirteenth 
century and was well known by a small circle of scholars, Jews and Chris-
tians alike. Spain was also the repository of different forms of knowledge: 
Arabic and Jewish. In Toledo and other centres of learning, these forms of 
knowledge, grounded as they were in Greek classical culture, served as a 
viable alternative to scholasticism.3

Not just a phenomenon of the central Middle Ages, this cultural tradi-
tion remained alive and spread to other parts of Europe, with Conversos 
and Jews as intermediaries. Leone Ebreo examplifies only one kind of intel-
lectual intermediaries between the ancient culture of Iberia and the newly 
recovered mysteries of the Renaissance. There were, of course, political and 
geographical reasons for these cultural exchanges. The Crown of Aragon 
had long maintained a political presence in southern Italy. Italian culture 
flowed into Spain through the Arago-Catalan court at Naples, shaping 
education, letters and iconographic codes from the mid-fifteenth century 
onwards. Magic also flourished in Spain. A great deal of the scholarly work 
carried out by the scriptorium of Alfonso X, the Wise (1252–84) had to 
do with magic or esoteric knowledge: knowledge that was borrowed in 
toto from Arabic and Jewish magical sources or from Greek arcane knowl-
edge. Jews in fourteenth-century Iberia also turned to magical-philosophical 
forms of knowledge that greatly influenced Castilian and Catalan cultures.4

During the reign of John II of Castile (1406–1454), a period particularly 
open to Renaissance influences, court poets and members of the royal entou-
rage showed a decided inclination for magic. This was certainly the case for 
Villena and other literary figures in fifteenth century Castile. Bishop Don 
Lope de Barrientos wrote in Castilian three polemical treatises on magic at 
the request and with the support of the king. Lope de Barrientos, bishop of 
Cuenca and official royal chronicler, held a place of honour in John II’s court 
and played a significant role in the politics of early fifteenth-century Castile. 
He was, obviously, not someone writing from the margins. Written in a 
scholastic fashion, these treatises, ‘On Divination’ (De la adivinança), ‘Of 
Cause and Fortune (De caso y fortuna) and ‘On Sleeping and Waking’ (Del 
dormir y despertar) sought to combat magic and divination. Yet, like many 
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similar works of the mid-and-late-fifteenth century, it provided careful itin-
eraries to the ways of magic and divination. They also offered inventories of 
all the magical sources available for the interested reader in fifteenth-century 
Iberia. These resources ranged from orthodox readings that discussed magic 
and astrology, such as St. Augustine’s works and the Bible, to classical treat-
ments of the occult, to the influential Picatrix, the latter a book that would 
come to play a central role in the practice of late medieval and Renaissance 
magic and that could be found in Philip II’s library as well.5

The fifteenth century also produced a tedious work entitled Visión delec-
table de la filosofía y artes liberales (Delectable Vision of Philosophy and 
the Liberal Arts). Written by Alfonso de la Torre around 1436–37, the work 
had considerable impact and was translated into Catalan and Italian and 
printed in the late fifteenth century. Two additional editions appeared in 
the sixteenth century (1526 and 1538); another one was published in the 
seventeenth century and a relatively modern edition in 1850. Otis Green, in 
his Spain in the Western Tradition refers in passing, and without any expla-
nation, to the Visión delectable as a hermetic-influenced work. The Visión 
delectable is remarkable in that, in its second part, it foreshadows, with 
its emphasis on the cultural specificity of language, Pico Della Mirandola’s 
far better-known Oration on the Dignity of Man, by placing man at the 
critical intersection between the spiritual and material worlds. The Visión 
delectable is also quite modern, even though its innovative aspects could 
never fully overcome its old-fashioned discussion of the liberal arts and of 
philosophy. Nonetheless, it is astrology and not astronomy that is depicted 
as the seventh and highest of the liberal arts, and as the ultimate goal of the 
protagonist, a child, in his progression from ignorance to understanding. 
Thus, it is astrology that leads to knowledge. Furthermore, Alonso de la 
Torre’s discussion of the creation of the world and his references to Plato 
(the Timaeus comes immediately to mind) and the influence of the stars 
make him, though Hermes Trismegistus is never directly invoked, a worthy 
exponent of Hermetic stirrings in fifteenth-century Spain.6

When we turn to the early modern period, specifically to the Golden Age 
of Spanish letters, that period between the 1550s and the late seventeenth 
century when countless literary works of high quality were written in Cas-
tilian, Robert Lima’s survey of early modern Spanish plays with occult, 
alchemical, astrological, magical or hermetic themes yields close to five hun-
dred titles that may be placed within the general category of magical and/
or occult writings. Such interest in the topic, albeit practiced by a selected 
group of people with access to this esoteric knowledge, tells us a great deal 
about the social economy of knowledge and the interstices that existed in 
what was nominally a highly regulated society in terms of religious ortho-
doxy. Moreover, Lima’s list, by no means complete, is not restricted to plays. 
If we add, essays, novels and poetry, the number of front line literary works 
grounded in magical or hermetic themes is nothing short of staggering.7 
The list includes little known and anonymous plays such as the undated 
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Entremés del astrologo borracho (Skit of the Drunken Astrologer) which is 
obviously an anti-astrology play, and the also undated and anonymous, Lo 
que por el rey no se alcanza, por magia se obtiene (That Which Cannot Be 
Had from the King, Can Be Obtained by Magic). But the list also notes the 
hermetic/astrological/magical elements in some of the most influential and 
important works in Castilian literature: Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quijote 
and his play, El rufián dichoso (The Fortunate Ruffian), Lope de Vega’s 
famous and influential pastoral play, La Arcadia, and Calderón de la Barca’s 
magisterial Life is a Dream. And the magical or hermetic themes are not just 
obscure and hidden allusions; all to the contrary, and as shall be seen later, 
they play a central role in the emplotment and narrative strategies of these 
works.

Lope de Vega (1562–1635), one of the most prolific and popular play-
wrights in Spanish literature wrote over a thousand plays. They were per-
formed in the corrales or early theatrical setttings in Madrid and throughout 
Spain. They were seen by large numbers of people, many of them from the 
lower ranks of society who flocked to the theatre (certainly in Madrid) in 
search of entertainment. At least forty-three of Lope’s plays centred on mag-
ical, astrological or occult themes. Not only was he influenced by Florentine 
Platonism, that is, by the works of Marsilio Ficino and his circle; but, as 
noted by scholars such as Frederick de Armas and others, some of his plays, 
most notably La Arcadia (Arcadia), written in the late sixteenth century, 
evinced direct Hermetic influences. De Armas traces the contest between 
the two Venuses, the heavenly and the earthly Venuses, in Lope’s Arcadia, 
to Ficino’s commentary on Plato’s Symposium, but even more so to Ficino’s 
Philebus, a key text in establishing links between Platonism and Hermeti-
cism. Lope de Vega also had an abiding interest in astrology, and possibly 
may have been familiar with Ficino’s De vita coelitus comparanda, a work 
‘on astral magic’ that is closely related to Hermetic writings.8

In La Arcadia, Lope’s mysterious pastoral romance, a central passage for 
the reading of Hermetic influences is the meeting of the magician Darda-
nio, who lives in a cave with Anfriso, the main protagonist of the play. For 
de Armas, Dardanio, a character based on Dardanus, the son of Zeus and 
Electra, is a Renaissance magus, and the cave is the repository of hermetic 
knowledge. Under the influence of Hermeticism, Anfriso is transformed 
from an unrequited lover into a pilgrim in search of knowledge. This knowl-
edge, hermetic magical knowledge, leads Anfriso eventually from the pains 
of unfulfilled love to a Hermetic self-awareness. What was the reception of 
such ideas among the elite and the common people is difficult to determine, 
but Lope’s plays were widely popular, attracting viewers from all social 
ranks. Through his plays, these concepts filtered down to all social levels, 
shaping the mentalities of those who ‘did not have’ and social responses, 
often heterodox, to Spain’s dominant religious culture.

Lope de Vega was not an exception. Tirso de Molina’s great play, El bur-
lador de Sevilla (The Trickster of Seville) introduced the figure of Don Juan to 
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Western literature, but the play, according to Catherine Connor (Swietlicki) 
also reveals strong Hermetic elements. Although the play, as also a great 
deal of early modern Spanish literature, was part of a broader debate on 
predestination and free will, Don Juan, the anti-heroic protagonist, is a liter-
ary construction of the figure of Hermes, the ‘elusive messenger of the gods, 
exchanger and magician’. This Greek Hermes, Connor argues, was intimately 
bound in the Renaissance imagination, with Hermes Trismegistus. Further-
more, Hermes can be seen as both protector and transgressor of borders. Pre-
siding over transactions between individuals and groups both licit (commerce 
and marriage) and illicit (thievery, seduction and trickery), Hermes, according 
to the myths, has magical powers of sexual seduction. Through charms of 
‘material objects, among them his seal with its phallic connotations’, magic 
spells and the power of words, Hermes controls and influences others, and 
so does Don Juan. As Hermes, Don Juan patrols the boundaries of sexual-
ity, engaging in seductive negotiations and tricks. Yet, Don Juan is, in many 
respects, the archetypical trickster. As such, his pedigree can also be traced 
back to other, older cultural archetypes, not just to the Hermetic tradition.9

Connor’s interpretation of the concluding scenes of The Trickster of 
Seville accounts far more convincingly for the presence of Hermetic themes 
in Golden Age plays and the connections between Hermes, Don Juan and 
other characters in Tirso’s play. Allow me to set the stage. Don Juan has 
been invited to dinner with the stone statue of Don Gonzalo, one of Don 
Juan’s victims. At the ghastly dinner, the statue comes to life, animated in 
a manner closely resembling the way the Hermetic magus harnessed the 
power of the stars to lend motion to inanimate objects. Grasping the hand 
of Don Juan, who had foolishly accepted the challenge of shaking hands 
with the statue, the Comendador drags him into the eternal fires of hell.

These studies of Hermetic influence on Spanish Golden Age authors draw, 
to a large extent, on the cultural synergy of early modern Europe. The real-
ity, of course, is that many of these themes: magic, astrology, alchemy and 
the like were the koine of a cultural elite. In Counter Reformation Spain, 
however, the esoteric and mysterious knowledge that was often the monop-
oly of the few in other parts of Europe through learned texts that were open 
only to a small number of intellectuals, became popularised through public 
representations, such as the theatre, and entered into the realm of popular 
culture. Of course, this also happened in other parts of Europe. The differ-
ence is that while few, if any, seventeenth-century Spanish scholars wrote on 
these topics, literary works and plays were filled with them. Esoteric themes, 
symbols and magical motifs blended in the market place with the growing 
demands of Catholic Reform after Trent.10 This is not to say that the clear 
divide between high and low culture was ever abolished. The gulf we have 
already seen in the manner in which people spoke (the educated and the 
uneducated) also applied to the understanding of Hermetic concepts. Those 
on top had access to learned readings and to whole sets of erudite references 
and symbolic codes that were essentially incomprehensible to the majority 
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of the population. The latter however was still fascinated by magic and by 
its implicit power, capable of reversing political power, healing, securing 
love and a host of other things associated with magic.

And these references to esoteric tropes were also present in the Span-
ish lands across the Ocean Sea. From her monastic cell in Mexico City, 
the subtle Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651–1695) borrowed freely from 
Hermetic writings and artfully wove these themes throughout her works. 
Aída Beaupied has already shown how the treatment of Acteon in Giordano 
Bruno’s De gli eroci furori parallels the theme of silence in Sor Juana’s work, 
Primer sueño (First Dream), and how both authors borrow heavily from 
Hermetic imagery and concerns. While it is not possible to know with cer-
tainty, as Beaupied maintains, whether Sor Juana actually knew Bruno’s 
work first hand or not, scholars have long pointed out to her familiarity with 
Hermeticism. In fact, Beaupied argues that Bruno qua character appears as 
an allusion in Sor Juana’s retelling of the myth of Icarus, the metaphoric 
icon for the fall of the human soul. These references revolved around rebel-
lion and the soul, that is, an allegory of Bruno’s rise to the sun in spite of his 
execution by the papal inquisition and his public burning in Rome.

Sor Juana’s Primer sueño also follows closely on the neo-Platonism 
and Hermeticism of Bruno’s De umbris idearium in marshalling noctur-
nal images, and Sor Juana directly borrowed from the Corpus hermeticum, 
treatise XIII with its ‘emphasis on silence as a prerequisite for illumination 
or gnosis’. Indeed, as has already been noted above, it was not as if Sor 
Juana had direct access to Bruno; but rather, that both Bruno and Sor Juana 
were influenced by a number of common sources: Pliny, Alciato’s poetry, 
and, most of all, the Corpus hermeticum.

What is remarkable about all this is that towards the second half of the 
seventeenth century, a nun, living in a monastery a few blocks from Mexico 
City’s historical centre where indigenous and Spanish culture overlapped 
each other, could be so deeply, and easily, immersed in a poetical tradition 
whose most important cultural references dated back more than two centu-
ries to the reception of Hermeticism in mid-fifteenth century Florence. And 
that this mastery of Hermetic images and language pervaded the literary 
world of early modern Castilians on both sides of the vast Ocean Sea.11

Nowhere, of course, was this esoteric culture more alive than in the court 
of the last Habsburg rulers of the Spanish monarchy. At the courts of Philip 
IV (1621–1665) and Charles II (1665–1700), sites dominated by a theatrical 
culture and baroque symbolism, no one surpassed the artistic craft of Pedro 
Calderón de la Barca. Born with the century in 1600, trained by Jesuits 
in his infancy, a student at the universities of Alcalá de Henares and Sala-
manca, Calderón de la Barca travelled in Italy between 1623 and 1625 and 
understood well the changing intellectual climate of his age. He became the 
court playwright in 1635, and that same year, he wrote Life is a Dream (La 
vida es sueño), which was staged that same year for the gala opening of the 
stage at the palace of the Buen Retiro in Madrid.
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To place this in some context, the palace of the Buen Retiro was expanded 
and refurbished around the mid-1630s to become the preferred royal resi-
dence and centre of the Spanish Empire. In 1634, one year before the pre-
miere of La vida es sueño on the palace’s stage, Francisco de Zurbarán, 
the great Spanish painter, was commissioned to paint the twelve labours of 
Hercules for the palace’s Hall of Realms. As Jonathan Brown and John H. 
Elliott have shown, Philip IV sought to establish a connection with Hercu-
les, to whom the Spanish Habsburgs traced their descent. Moreover, ‘like 
Hercules, the king was also identified with the sun, itself another symbol of 
Virtu’. The twelve labours were sometime linked with the twelve signs of the 
Zodiac, through which Hercules moved like the sun.12

As to the staging of La vida es sueño, plays at the Buen Retiro were often 
represented on a raft floating on the palace’s artificial lake. On the banks of 
the lake, the king and his court faced the stage; on the other side, the people 
of Madrid gazed upon the back of the performers and heard the plot lines. 
The stage occupied a liminal space between ruler and ruled, forging them 
through the artifice of drama into one being. Calderón’s La vida es sueño 
fits perfectly within this context. The play, rewritten in a final and more 
elaborate version in 1673, eight years before the author’s death in 1681, 
is perhaps the finest and most subtle of all the works ever written for the 
Spanish stage. Its themes and poetical style has been imitated widely in Cal-
derón’s own lifetime and as recently as fin de siècle Vienna in Hoffmanthal’s 
The Tower.

The plot centres on the power of the stars to determine man’s life, and 
on the question whether one’s actions and deeds, that is, free will, can over-
come the nefarious influence of celestial bodies. As modern literary crit-
ics have pointed out, the play’s pessimistic tendencies about the latitude of 
human action are always in tense dialogue with astrological superstition 
and an anti-fatalist strain. The coda for La vida es sueño could very well 
summarised by the Latin saying Vir sapiens dominatibus astris, that is, the 
wise man, the magus, has power over the stars. Thus, while rejecting the 
inexorable power of the stars, Calderón accepts their influence and the fact 
that knowledge, a particular kind of knowledge, can bend astral power to 
the magus’ will.13

In the play, the king, Basilio, is a quintessential Renaissance magus, an 
astrologer king, casting horoscopes, still wedded to the Zodiac and to a 
Ptolemaic view of the world, ruling, as the plot tells us, between Zodiac 
signs and mathematical formulas. His son, Segismundo, whose birth brings 
about the death of his mother, comes to life under the most nefarious astro-
logical influence: ‘The Sun covered with blood, struggles with the Moon’. 
The stars tell Basilio that Segismundo will be the most evil of princes, that 
he will become another Zeus and overthrow his father. To spare the king-
dom and himself, the young child is sent to a tower, a magical place in the 
wilderness, to be brought up by a servant learned in letters, but ignorant of 
rank and destiny.
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His awakening comes through beauty, through the face and voice of 
Rosaura, who disguised as a man, has come into Poland (where the play 
supposedly takes place) to avenge her lost honour. To make the story short, 
Segismundo is brought back to court, where his character is tested. His 
homicidal violence and imperious nature confirms the stars’ verdict, and 
gain him a quick return to the tower. There he is told by his guardian that 
his brief incursion to the court had been a dream. Released from captivity by 
rebels, he defeats his father and grasps power. But because he is not certain 
whether this new life is a dream as well, his behaviour is dramatically dif-
ferent from what it was before. He becomes a man of wisdom, compassion 
and understanding.

La vida es sueño invokes numerous astrological, alchemical and mytho-
logical references. Although grounded in an intimate knowledge of the 
classical past, the play, nonetheless, though preaching the authority of the 
wise man over the influence of the stars, remains deeply committed to 
a hermetic view of the universe; its lyrical language resonates with clear 
allusions to neo-Platonism and Hermeticism. Rosaura, who triggers Segis-
mundo’s awakening to understanding and human goodness, takes the 
name of Astrea, the Zodiac Virgen, as she comes in disguise to Basilio’s 
court. Each animal, plant and stone, one of the protagonists argues, has 
its own magical quality. Magical potions, made from the lotus plant, are 
also employed to render Segismundo senseless. There are, of course, other 
significant themes in La vida es sueño. Honour, political ambition and 
generational conflict play a significant role in the emplotment of the play. 
None, however, runs through the entire play as distinctively as its astro-
logical and magical core.

Written almost twenty years after Calderon’s final revision of Life is a 
Dream in 1673, and staged as well at the Palace del Buen Retiro on 18 
January 1693, Francisco de Bances Candamo’s (1662–1704) play, The Phi-
losopher’s Stone (La piedra filosofal) borrows shamelessly from Calderón’s 
play. Beyond its obvious title, The Philosopher’s Stone also echoes numer-
ous astrological and alchemical elements. They are central to the play’s 
structure and to thematic development, though its allegorical intent was the 
increasingly pressing question of royal succession. Bances Candamo wrote a 
play that obviously supported the Habsburg candidate (the eventual losing 
candidate in the war of Spanish Succession) over other claimants.

In the play, one of the protagonists, Rocas, is a magus who practices ‘all 
the arcane arts of nature’. He has control over time and lives in all ages. In 
one of the most impressive lines in what is a very unimpressive play when 
compared to Life is a Dream, Rocas states that he exists in the present, 
knows the past through his knowledge of history and in the stars he reads 
the future (todas las edades vivo / cuando a la presente añado / en los astros, 
los futuros / y en la historia las pasadas). The theme of Hercules, merely an 
artistic flourish to Calderon’s play is also prominently on display in Bances 
Candamo’s work.
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In The Philosopher’s Stone, magic holds a central place in the construction 
of the narrative. Following Calderón, the play re-emphasises that the stars 
influence men’s actions, but that they do not determine the future. Magic, 
in fact, is more powerful than astrology, and Bances Candamo provides a 
whole series of magical references and symbols, all of them very familiar to 
the theater-going public of early modern Europe: a magical ring that pro-
tects the wearer from fire, a magical incantation that creates an imaginary 
world out of nothing, a magical clock and other such items, almost out 
of Harry Potter’s books. In the end, the true philosopher’s stone is man’s 
imagination and understanding. Self-awareness, being at peace with oneself 
is truly the road to enlightenment, the alchemists’ much sought-after phi-
losopher’s stone that opens the doors to all knowledge.14

With Bances Candamo, a political and cultural world came to an end in 
the Spanish world. The play is somewhat representative of what Spain, or at 
least the last Spanish Habsburg’s court, was like. In 1700, just a few years 
after the first staging of the Philosopher’s Stone, Charles II, the Bewitched, 
came to his long-expected death. Ahead lay the War of Spanish succession 
(1701–15), and the Bourbons’ victory and ascent to the throne. French 
architectural and cultural forms slowly replaced the rich fabric of baroque 
Habsburg Spain. Centralization under Charles III (1759–88), yet another 
one of those enlightened despots that populated the eighteenth century, 
and the stirrings of the Enlightenment went a long way toward erasing the 
stronghold that, in spite of Spain’s religious orthodoxy, astrology and magic 
had on the Spanish imagination. Its revival would have to wait until the rise 
of Romanticism, and by then, no one of consequence really believed in these 
forms of knowledge anymore.

Religion, magic and popular culture

In seventeenth-century Spain, the slow and inexorable economic, social and 
political decline was not directly reflected in its lively cultural output, but 
Calderón’s work and death in 1681 marked the end of the Golden Age. 
There was, as has already been noted by literary scholars, a dramatic shift 
from the popular themes articulated by Lope de Vega and other playwrights 
before 1640 and those written afterwards. Religious and magical themes 
slowly became the central tropes for the Spanish theatre. Calderón could 
still write a play such as El alcalde de Zalamea, in which his protagonist 
is not unsimilar to the middling sorts of characters depicted by Lope. Yet, 
most of his plays show a greater emphasis on aristocratic and royal values. 
Most of his plays also focused on philosophical questions, on the obssessive 
debate on free will, astrology, predestination (which were by the second 
half of the seventeenth century fairly dated elsewhere in Europe). His autos 
sacramentales and Corpus Christi plays stressed piety and religiosity. All 
these developments tell us of a shift in Spanish mentality and the manner 
in which the distance between social classes became greater as the Spanish 
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realms sank into the grey morass of the late seventeenth century. Calderón’s 
exaggerated, punctilious and utterly cruel emphasis on honour in some of 
his plays also tell us that much had changed from the world of the Carijico-
media, the Lazarillo de Tormes or Don Quijote.

Travelling, once again, with Don Quixote through Spain

One could easily have written this entire book as a commentary on Cer-
vantes’s Don Quijote. All of Spain’s social history and social questions are 
present in the pages of this singular and magisterial book. All the themes 
that I have explored in previous chapters: from social classes, food, escha-
tology (as well as scatology), attitudes towards honour, the cultural world 
that shaped the life of the eponymous hero, a critical discussion of books of 
chivalry, the theatre and a myriad of other topics are present in the book. 
I have already glossed many of these themes in previous chapters, and here, 
as we bring this new edition of Spanish Society to a conclusion, I would just 
like to revisit and explore anew a few more of these topics by following Don 
Quixote and his faithful (and sometimes not-so-faithful) squire through the 
Spanish countryside.

Sir John H. Elliott argued long ago that Cervantes’s work ‘cuts through 
the life of Spain, separating the days of heroism from the days of desengaño 
(disillusion). Somehow Cervantes magically held the balance between opti-
mism and pessimism, enthusiasm and irony. . . that deep cleavage between 
the two worlds of the spirit and the flesh, which co-exist and yet are forever 
separate’.15 Nothing could be more evident than the change in tone and 
in Don Quixote’s self-awareness of his own madness that occurs between 
the first and second volume of the work, published a mere ten years apart 
between 1605 and 1615, and reflecting that shifting relationship between 
hope and disillusion that Elliott evokes so well.

In these concluding pages, I would like to examine a number of discreet 
issues  – some of them already discussed in previous chapters  – as seen 
through Cervantes’s eyes. His insights into Spanish society are like a clear 
guide to the most significant issues confronting the inhabitants of the vast 
Spanish monarchy in the peninsula and in the lands across the sea in the 
early modern period. Although Don Quijote’s setting is the Spanish coun-
tryside and, above all, New Castile, his topics ranged, as I note above, from 
commentaries on politics, power, religion, social distinction, questions of 
honour, food, cross-dressing, culture and even magic.

The battle against magic and superstition: reality and unreality 
in Don Quijote’s Spain

For all the references to Hermetic tropes in Calderón and other Golden Age 
writers, these authors were engaged in a European-wide debate on the valid-
ity or not of these esoteric beliefs. In Catholic Europe, in spite of the Pope’s 
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partiality to astrologers throughout the sixteenth century, the debate also 
centred on the issue of free will, independent of astrological influences. Even 
Shakespeare took very strong positions on magic, alchemy and astrology. 
These themes are present everywhere in his work, above all in The Tempest. 
Shakespeare was, after all, part of a growing number of literary figures and 
scholars engaged in a battle against what they considered unorthodox and 
superstitious. So was Cervantes. In Don Quijote, references to evil magi-
cians, always engaged in thwarting the protagonist actions and good deeds, 
occur with great frequency. In Cervantes, however, the references to magic 
are also part of a more philosophically grounded discourse on what was 
the nature of reality. This debate was socially inflicted: Sancho, although an 
uneducated peasant, stands for the reality of the world as it was (in spite 
of his flights of fancy from time to time); Don Quixote represents the ideal: 
the world as it should be and was not. Thus, so was Spain under the late 
Habsburgs as it began its precipitous decline.

From very early on, we are drawn into the mental world of Don Quix-
ote. What is real for most people was not necessarily real for Don Quix-
ote. As he weaves his mental image of the world  – one propelled by his 
frequent reading of books of chivalry – the Knight of the Sorrowful Figure 
often attributes his defeats and difficulties to his magical enemies. From the 
wise man and sorcerer, Frestón, who by magic makes Don Quixote’s library 
disappear,16 to a whole host of other sorcerers, giants and magicians, Don 
Quixote is at every turn confronted by magical enemies. While all around 
him recognise his madness (with the exception of credulous Sancho), dis-
miss his action, make fun of him behind his back or ignore Don Quix-
ote’s frequent blame of his magical enemies’ power for his adversities, it is 
important to know that a great number of Don Quixote’s references to these 
fantastic elements are grounded on a literary culture with roots in the late 
Middle Ages. Even his sceptical friends, especially the educated ones, shared 
with the Knight of La Mancha that culture. That is, in the same manner in 
which Philip II’s favourite book was the Amadis of Gaul, and as a young 
man he delighted in re-enacting some of his favourite passages (filled with 
magical elements) in courtly pageants or that the Castilians who conquered 
Mexico and Peru read these same books, Alonso Quijano took the next 
logical step of living what he read.17 The important thing here of course is 
the availability of those cultural tropes and their location in the intellectual 
landscape of the educated and uneducated. Both segments of the population 
shared in that culture, although, of course, with a different understanding 
and breadth. Some acquired these notions through reading, and others by 
festive representations and oral telling.

Nowhere are references to magic more powerful that in the long and, 
perhaps, cruellest part of the entire book: specifically the chapters that 
describe the adventures and misadventures Don Quixote suffered as a guest 
of the Duke and Duchess (vol. II, chapters xxx–lvii). Although not every 
aspect of these chapters deal with Don Quixote’s acceptance of the magical 
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world, a great deal of the themes Cervantes included in this section (with 
the exception of Sancho’s government of the insula [see below]) resulted 
from unrequited love, the evil actions of sorcerers and other magical ele-
ments. I have always been particularly repelled by the callous actions of 
Don Quixote’s noble hosts. Is this a commentary on the arrogant attitudes 
of many members of the Spanish aristocracy? Is this a commentary on their 
lack of compassion for those below? Ferdinand in the long story within 
the larger story of Don Quixote, also involving Dorotea, Cardenio and 
Luscinda, gives hints of this. Is this a reflection on aristocratic ill (and lack-
ing in courteous) behaviour towards those below? If Don Quijote teaches 
us anything, it is that although he may beat Sancho from time to time, all 
men (and certainly all women) are equal and that nobility is in what one 
does and not in what one is. Is this, in the particular case of the Duke and 
Duchess’s treatment of Don Quixote and Sancho, a representation of how 
those above harshly treated those below under a veneer of jocular actions 
and politesse?

His long sojourn in the Duke and Duchess’s castle is preceded by two 
references to the magical world: the significant account of Don Quixote’s 
adventures in the Cave of Montesinos and that of the enchanted boat (Part II,  
chapters xxii–xxiv and xxix). Both accounts mark important landmarks in 
the emplotment of the entire story. Alas! By the middle of the second vol-
ume, doubts begin to creep into Don Quixote’s mind. His singular com-
mitment to his own vision of reality begins to crumble. Don Quixote does 
not fully believe what he is telling Sancho about his experiences in the cave. 
With doubts comes awareness of the reality of the world. With doubts 
comes also the end of illusion. In the story of the enchanted boat (shortly 
after the mysterious episode of the Cave of Montesinos), Don Quixote even 
admits to his mistake in the adventure of the so-called enchanted boat, and 
he is wiling to pay for damages. In the story of the cave of Montesinos, Don 
Quixote dissembles, and with that, the cruel end, marked by his return to 
reason, is closely at hand.

The Duke and Duchess prepare a whole programme of activities aimed at 
extracting as much pleasure for them from the troubles of Don Quixote and 
Sancho as is possible. While for the latter, the issue was one of government 
and responsibility, as I describe below, for Don Quixote, his tribulations had 
to do with magic. Early during Don Quixote’s residence in the Duke’s palace, 
his entire world of giants and enchanters is questioned and mocked by an 
ecclesiastic also in the Duke’s entourage. This led to Don Quixote’s ardent 
defence of his vocation: to be a knight-errant, but the contrast between the 
real and unreal is clearly drawn. Don Quixote’s idealism, though the out-
come of insanity, is representative of the manner in which right conduct and 
selfless devotion to courtly service must be the guide for knights and for all 
honest human beings. It represented the highest ideal for Spanish society: 
both for those above and for those below. These ideals became, in Don Qui-
jote’s dark second volume, an object of derision and fun.
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Besides mentions of Merlin, the iconic figure for romance and magic in 
medieval and early modern Europe, the Devil and other fantastic characters, 
Don Quixote’s presence in the Duke and Duchess’s house is defined by his 
adventures with the wooden horse Clavileño. Brought by four men dressed 
in green as savages and sent by the magician Malambruno, Don Quixote 
and his timorous squire ride the horse through a fantasy of air and fire, cre-
ated by the duke and duchess’s artifice. With their eyes covered, they travel 
in their imaginary voyage into the atmosphere, a narrative sprinkled with 
classical references (The Trojan Horse) and fantasy. These are stories told to 
children, inventions and tricks that are still present in our society, but which 
only adults who were mad could believe in the seventeenth century (vol. II, 
chapter xli). The story of Clavileño is followed by elaborate deceptions of 
maids in love, joust and the like. The entire staff in the palace is part of an 
elaborate ruse, made complicit into the elaborate programme aimed solely 
at making fun of Don Quixote and Sancho. The harsh reality of Spanish 
picaresque novels that allow us to see the squalor and criminality of some 
of the members of the lower ranks of society is here now paralleled by the 
actions of the nobility and their servants.

Good government, reason, unreason and resistance

Let’s begin with resistance, for resistance implies the absence of good gov-
ernment and the many injustices that dominated social life and the relation 
between different social groups in late medieval and early modern Spain. 
Don Quijote offers us a clear guide to different forms of resistance: from the 
personal to the collective. We clearly know where the author stands on these 
actions: on the side of justice. Injustice is noted, attempts to address it are 
taken and solutions are sought. In some cases, conflicts are resolved. In the 
passages in which Dorotea, a rich and Old Christian farmer’s daughter, tells 
her story of how she had been seduced by a high-born aristocrat, Ferdinand, 
and her subsequent flight to the mountains dressed as a man, significant 
details emerge that conflate the question of protecting one’s honour, in this 
case Dorotea’s, women’s agency and resistance to a male-dominated world.

Having heard that Ferdinand was to marry Luscinda, even though he had 
promised her marriage by taking an oath in front of the image of the Virgin, 
Dorotea’s response is not grief but anger, wishing to go out into the street 
and proclaim Ferdinand’s betrayal and lack of honour. Dressed as a man, 
she travels to a nearby city where the espousal of Luscinda and Ferdinand is 
to occur. When the marriage does not take place and she fears to be found 
by his parents’ servants, Dorotea flees to the Sierra Nevada. When her serv-
ant attempts to violate her, she pushes him down a cliff to his death. Dorotea 
is one of the most engaging of Cervantes’s characters. She is bold, proud of 
her station in life, ready to play the larger role of the Princess Micomicona 
(for regal she is in many ways even though of peasant stock) in the larger 
deception to return Don Quixote to his home. Willing to defend her honour 
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at all cost, Ferdinand, who reluctantly marries her at the end of the Dorotea 
and Cardenio story, does not deserve her (Vol. I, chapters 28–30 et passim).

Earlier in the story, Don Quixote and Sancho, as they wandered through 
the roads of La Mancha, met a company of soldiers escorting prisoners 
assigned to row as galley slaves. Around a dozen men, chained together, 
marched on the road to their punishment. In the first lines of the chapter, 
Cervantes makes sure to remind the reader that these are the accounts writ-
ten by Cidi Hamete Benengeli, the fictional author of Don Quijote, a pru-
dent reminder as the story is one of the most subversive accounts in what is 
a subversive book. From the first exchanges between Don Quixote and the 
guards, we see where the story is going. When one of the guards explains 
that these were men forced into prison by royal order, Don Quixote ques-
tions whether anyone should be forced to do anything, stating that it is 
indeed his quest to oppose those who are forced to do anything against their 
wills and to help the miserable and the helpless.

Permitted to ask the prisoners the reasons for their detention and punish-
ment, Don Quixote was provided by the galley slaves a long list of fabri-
cations as to their innocence, weaving fictional accounts of their deeds and 
stressing their innocence. There is no doubt that they are guilty, and even 
one of the galley slaves, Ginés de Pasamonte’s (a character that will reappear 
again and again in later sections of the book), articulates a description of his 
alleged crimes and justification that makes clear his guilt. But the issue for 
Don Quixote is not whether these dozen men are guilty or not, the issue is 
that for the Knight of the Sorrowful Figure ‘it was a hard case to make men 
slaves who God and nature (my stress) made free’ (vol. I, chapter xxii, 210). 
Don Quixote added that it was for God to punish them. Forcefully, he freed 
the galley slaves, who immediately took advantage of Don Quixote’s madness 
and pelted him with rocks after he insisted that they presented their chains to 
Dulcinea as tokens of his love. Running away from the shower of rocks and 
fearing the Santa Hermandad, Don Quixote and his squire fled to the moun-
tains where they encountered the adventures involving Dorotea and Cardenio.

The social meaning of this passage is remarkable indeed. In a world where 
the power of the state to conscript, punish, confine and kill had increased 
dramatically, Cervantes voices, through the fiction of an Arabic writer and 
the madness of his protagonist, a fundamental vision of the right of all men, 
according to God’s law and to nature, to be free. This, above all, meant that 
men (and women as the case of Dorotea shows) were not to be submitted 
to new disciplinary measures, becoming widespread throughout Western 
Europe during the early modern period. From organised gangs of galley 
slaves to the Santa Hermandad, which even one hundred and fifty years after 
its initial foundation, still created fear among common citizens, and other 
such state institutions (the Inquisition above all), these emerging methods 
of control buttressed the power of state. They taught citizens to fear and to 
obey. They made challenges to the social order more difficult and subjects, 
especially those below, more vulnerable to authority.
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What is questioned here – beyond how new structures of power affected 
social relations  – is the presence of profound inequalities within Spanish 
society (and all other Western European societies). That in turn grounded 
social hierarchies. An inkling of this has already been discussed in an ear-
lier chapter when I glossed Don Quixote’s speech on the Golden Age (see 
Chapter 10) or in Cervantes’s sympathetic description of Roque Guinard, 
the famous Catalan bandit who ruled the road between Zaragoza and Bar-
celona (see Chapter 8). Don Quijote shows us the fractures in the social 
order and, under the cover of a fictional author and madness, provides a 
bitter critique of those above.

In the same episode in the Duke’s palace, we have an elaborate example of 
Don Quixote and Sancho’s rational understanding of good government. In 
the Spain of Philip IV, a king mocked by Quevedo in biting lines:

Filipo, que el mundo aclama
Rey del infiel tan temido,
Despierta, que por dormido
Nadie te teme, ni te ama.

(Philip, whom the world acclaims/king  
who the infidels fear/Wake up, for while you  

sleep, no one fears or loves you)18

It is not surprising that Cervantes, almost a contemporary of Quevedo, 
would present a long and detailed discussion of what made for good gov-
ernment and on the rights of those below to expect justice and protection. 
There were, in Don Quixote’s world, higher principles to live by than simple 
‘reason of state’.

The issue was of course good government. In the same chapters in which 
Cervantes describes the Duke and Duchess’s elaborate ruses to deceive Don 
Quixote and Sancho, he also provides an elaborate description of what 
good government ought to be. Two aspects are explored here. Sancho is 
given the rule of an insula. This was essentially a way to create more occa-
sions for making fun of Sancho’s ignorance and gullibility. Before Sancho 
embarks on his duties, Don Quixote gives him wise counsel. Beginning with 
the classical maxim of ‘know thyself’, that is, for Sancho to recognise who 
he is, his ignorance and the fortuitous nature of his ascent to power. Above 
all, Sancho is to rule with clemency. Mercy should always be above justice; 
to rule in such fashion will bring honours and ‘eternal fame’ (vol. II, chapter 
xlii, 842). In addition, Don Quixote provides Sancho with a guide to his 
conduct and demeanour. He is to dress, eat and behave without excessive 
display. Charity and moderation should be the guiding principle to his life as 
a governor of the insula. In addition, Sancho should learn to read and write, 
or, at least, to be able to sign his name (vol. II, chapter lxiii).

Although Don Quixote’s rational advice is marred by Sancho’s continued 
interruptions and refrains, once in power, and in spite of the Duke and 
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Duchess’s attempts to undermine his rule and to make him into an object 
of diversion, Sancho rules wisely, applying a kind of peasant common sense 
and even-handedness to every situation. In the end however, he realises that 
being a governor of an insula is far more trouble and work that he desires, 
resigning his position and returning to serve his master. Is this a commen-
tary on how the most rational approach to government would be thwarted 
by the interest of those above? Was there any hope for seventeenth century 
Spain? The number of proposals to reform Spain, the number of treatises 
to improve its agriculture, its commerce and other facets of daily life came 
to naught. From the numberless proposals of the arbitristas, already men-
tioned above, to Olivares’s ambitious plans for the renewal of Spain, the 
Union of Arms, to the appeals to the divine as a way to deal with the endless 
crises, all came to nothing.

The problems, of course, then and now were that the people below suf-
fered the most from changing economic and political conditions and from 
periods of decline. In Spanish society, by the seventeenth century and, most 
evident, by the second half of that century, peasants, those on the lower 
stratum of urban society, and others on the margins of society would come 
to bear the brunt of Spanish demise. Those on top suffered from the loss 
of prestige and a wounded pride by no longer being the masters of Europe. 
Their standard of living and enjoyment of the good things in life did not suf-
fer, as the Duke and Duchess’s opulent life shows. Cervantes, whose life was 
one of struggle, understood that. A soldier at Lepanto, where he lost most of 
the use of his left arm, a slave in Algiers, a prisoner for alleged administra-
tive impropriety, he had limited success as a poet or playwright (the things 
he wished for more than anything) when compared to Lope de Vega. Yet, 
it is Cervantes whose entire work (not just Don Quijote) provides a lens 
through which to see the complex nature of Spanish society. In his writings, 
we see different social groups – from high-born and powerful aristocrats, 
middling sorts, men of letters (judges), captives, galley slaves, impoverished 
lower nobility, gypsies, Moriscos, sheep herders to peasants (both rich and 
poor), commingling in unease, and at times, violent fellowship. We also 
see that such social distinctions were, for Cervantes, distasteful. And that 
there were better ways to organise society than just divide it, as Sancho did, 
between the two great families of men: those who have and those who have 
not. Perhaps, as Don Quixote dreamt, one day humanity would return to a 
golden age in which there would be neither yours nor mine.

The end of imperial dreams

Having recovered his reason, Don Quixote slowly descends into death. 
Admitting and renouncing his madness, his adventures and his voracious 
readings of knights-errant adventures, Don Quixote, as he feels his life ebb-
ing, prepares his testament, confesses his sins and receives the consolation 
of religion. ‘[T]here are no birds this year in the nests of yesteryear. . . . I 
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was mad and now I am sane: I was Don Quijote de la Mancha, and now, 
as I said, Alonso Quijano el Bueno’. ‘([V]ámonos poco a poco, pues ya en 
los nidos de antaño no hay pájaros hogaño. Yo fui loco y ya soy cuerdo: 
fui don Quijote de la Mancha, and I am now, as I said, Alonso Quijano 
el Bueno)’ (vol. II, chapter lxxiv, 1068). And having recovered his reason, 
he lost all reasons to live. So did Spain. Having engaged in useless conflicts 
over religion, seeking to rule Europe and most of the world, its ambitions 
far outpaced its abilities, and similar to the Knight of the Sorrowful Figure, 
Spain’s last Habsburg ruler presided – if his limited capacity allowed him to 
comprehend the extent of the disaster befalling the Spanish world – over the 
final and catastrophic demise of imperial ambitions.
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Conclusion

Ambrose Paré, a sixteenth-century French physician, author and reputed 
magician, told a story about Charles I (Charles V of Germany), king of 
Spain and emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. At the siege of Metz in 
1552, Paré quotes Charles I as having asked whether the Spanish troops, 
dying in appalling numbers outside the walls of the besieged city, were noble 
or not. When told by his courtiers that they were poor men, that is, men 
of low social standing, the emperor is reported to have answered that their 
loss was then of no interest; for if they had been ‘good’ men (meaning here: 
men of good sense and good breeding), they would not have served him for 
a salary of six pounds.1

In time, the siege of Metz became a frightful economic and social bur-
den on the Spanish monarchy. Just a few years afterwards, Charles had to 
declare bankruptcy, signalling the financial collapse of Spain and his impe-
rial dreams. Most of the soldiers who died at Metz – far away from their 
homes and families – were Castilian peasants. They were the same men who 
had fought in the wars of Granada, Italy, Germany, the Low Countries, 
North Africa, the Valley of Mexico, Peru and in other imperial military 
ventures. Together with Charles V’s German troops, they sacked Rome in 
1527. In 1576, when their salaries were in arrears, they vented their fury, as 
we have seen in Chapter 11, on Antwerp’s citizens. They fought at Lepanto, 
like Cervantes did, died in the catastrophe of the Spanish Armada in 1588, 
lost their lives at Rocroi when the Spanish army was finally defeated in a 
pitch battle in 1643. Some of them had volunteered, seeking to escape the 
confines of their villages; others had sought adventure and profit. It must 
be said that many indeed found such opportunities in the New World. Yet 
the vast majority were unwilling recruits in an army that demanded endless 
sacrifices, as Spain’s fortunes ebbed in Europe and abroad in the seventeenth 
century.

Discourses of difference

Charles I’s words, whether apocryphal or not, unveil a harsh view from 
above and echo one of the two main themes of this book: the social distance 
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between those above and those below; the disdain of the former for the lat-
ter. In late medieval and early modern Spain, the gap between social groups 
stemmed in part from economic inequality. The wealthy, whether noble or 
not, enjoyed rights and privileges denied to the majority of the population. 
But wealth was not the only marker of social difference. Social filiation, 
with its inherent rights and obligations; lineage or lack of distinguished 
blood lines; manners; dress; diet; education; mode of employment; place of 
residence; gender; ancestry (an important category for those of Jewish or 
Muslim origin); Christian orthodoxy (or its counterparts, heterodoxy and 
heresy) – all worked, in myriad combinations, to identify individual Span-
iards and to secure their ranking within specific orders.

As I have sought to demonstrate, festivals, violence, debates over dress, 
diet and honour codes, and other cultural artefacts served as sites for social 
interaction. They provided fluid contexts within which social groups min-
gled, jostled, came into close contact. At the same time, these events contin-
ually reinforced the distinctions between different levels of society. Those on 
top carefully scripted festivals, which often marshalled (though not always) 
the social orders in tame and entertaining fashion. Sometimes, as was the 
case with Philip II’s entry into Zaragoza, Barcelona, and Valencia in 1585–
86, these festivals proved the opportunity for contestation and resistance. 
Violence, though far more open-ended and unpredictable, was also highly 
choreographed. We have enough evidence to know that, although violence 
did from time to time get out of hand and turn on those on top, in most 
cases it reflected the struggles of an elite competing for power in the fifteenth 
century and resisting a centralising Crown in the sixteenth. By the seven-
teenth century, violence as a form of resistance had become banditry and 
other forms of crime. Middling sorts and the poor were often caught in the 
middle or drawn into one camp or another. Ritual violence – often inscribed 
in festive cycles, autos-de-fe, public executions and ritualised mutilations of 
the enemy or of those found guilty of sodomy – also served a pedagogical 
purpose and taught lessons, brutal ones, about hierarchy and difference to 
the masses.

In general, the distance between social orders increased during the tran-
sition from the late Middle Ages to the early modern period. Moreover, 
ways of signalling social distance also changed. The shift began at the top, 
with the incremental removal of the powerful from the public gaze and the 
deployment of highly ornate codes of conduct, dress and diet that were inac-
cessible to the majority of the population. The middling sorts often aped 
their betters and sought in turn to carve out a space that would set them 
apart from the despicable poor. In many respects, these codes of difference 
were replicated in a descending order, each social cohort attempting to emu-
late the lifestyle of the one immediately above it. Not only were the vari-
ous orders increasingly segregated, but interpersonal barriers within groups 
were introduced as well. As a result, the social gulf grew steadily between 
the high noble and the hidalgo, the rich merchant and the petty-bourgeois, 
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the prosperous farmer, as we have seen with the rich Camacho, and the 
lowly peasant.

The making of a community

Under no circumstances, however, do I wish to leave the reader with an 
impression of a society rigidly stratified into tiers. Many of these cultural 
phenomena (festivals, violence, conventions of honour and shame) rein-
forced hierarchy, but they also bonded people across social boundaries into 
a broader community: a community of subjects loyal to the king, a com-
munity of Christians, and, eventually, a community of Castilians and Span-
iards. This is in fact the second point I have sought to make through ample 
use of historical and literary vignettes. Although the king was more removed 
from his people in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than he had 
been in the early fifteenth, royal authority and regal representations were 
far more universally recognised, far more familiar to the people, in the lat-
ter period than they had been in the Middle Ages. This was a consequence, 
as has been hinted in Don Quijote, not only of more efficient methods of 
governance – that is, a greater ability to wield power through the army, the 
bureaucracy and the Church – but also of the fashioning, certainly in Cas-
tile, of a venerated royal image. The new representation of the king and his 
power and its ability to command such loyalty was intimately linked to the 
emergence of national identities.

Promoted by plays, festivals, religious ceremonies, and certain types of 
violence (especially against religious minorities), royal representation and 
the construction of national identities – and, for Spain, one must always 
make clear that an undivided national identity was never a real possibility, 
then or now – parallelled the divisive construction of difference discussed 
earlier. The latter process sought to maintain distance between social orders; 
the former linked all social orders into one community.

In a country as geographically, linguistically and culturally fragmented 
as Spain, the building of community and the making of national identity 
required endless toil. The barrage of royal propaganda, the pageantry of 
secular and religious symbols, sought to encourage the popular support of 
imperial ambitions and strict observance of Catholic orthodoxy. As we have 
seen in earlier chapters, this often meant the wholesale persecution or exile 
of those deemed unfit to participate in this centralising project. It meant the 
marginalisation of certain people within society. But this should not surprise 
us. It was, after all, a common procedure throughout most of early modern 
Europe, an inevitable concomitant of the construction of the nation-state.

Social mobility

And yet, the story is still too neat, too clear-cut. The nation-state and national 
identities did not emerge as clear entities or concepts simply because festivals 
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were deployed or the ‘other’ was persecuted. The genesis of the state was 
complex, requiring nuanced explanations. The same applies to social rela-
tions. Throughout the book, another of my main concerns has been to point 
out the fluidity of social categories. The need to create discourses of differ-
ence, to draw sharper distinctions between social groups, was prompted by 
the growing subversion of social boundaries. From the late Middle Ages 
onwards, the evidence points to a considerable erasure of barriers between 
social groups, most of all between the middling classes and the nobility. But 
this upending of an imaginary tripartite society of orders was not limited 
to small social circles. It affected all classes, putting in jeopardy the care-
fully laid fences that divided one group from another. The codes of etiquette 
that regulated the growing abyss between orders, and the legislation that 
sought to keep those below in their God-ordered place, reveal, especially 
among the upper classes, an escalating fear of social transgression. It was 
a well-founded fear. The zeal with which late fifteenth-century sumptuary 
laws sought to impose statutes of cleanliness or purity (pureza) of blood and 
other such measures shows a society hell-bent on keeping taxonomies of 
blood, class and religion fixed in place. Reality, however, worked otherwise.

There were ways of circumventing these barriers, of crossing over the 
imaginary walls that kept middling sorts from entering the ranks of the 
nobility; in time and with good lawyers, New Christians became respectable 
Old Christians. In previous chapters, while showing how social differences 
were articulated and enforced, I have also depicted how these differences 
were undermined. The mechanisms for subverting difference were often 
the very ones that served to create difference: education, wealth and line-
age. Groups did not change their status as a whole; individuals did. Each 
case was sui generis. In previous chapters, the examples of the Chirino and 
Bernuy families, of St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross, point to 
the assorted paths that could lead an individual from suspicious Converso 
origins to respectable noble ranks and erase all traces of Jewish descent. In 
some cases, the successful elision of ancestry brought heightened social pres-
tige (the Bernuys) and even sainthood (St. Teresa de Avila).

More commonly, crossing over entailed moving across the city, marry-
ing one’s daughter into a better family, dressing as one’s betters did – and 
getting away with it – or sending one’s son to university, as Sansón Car-
rasco did in Don Quijote. What I have sought to describe and explain in 
previous chapters is the dialectic between nominally rigid social norms and 
the complex ambiguities of everyday life. Clearly, the period between the 
end of the Middle Ages and the onset of modernity – an age fraught with 
political, economic, cultural and social transformations  – witnessed deep 
alterations in the fabric and structure of Spanish society. As I  have indi-
cated throughout the book, these transformations unleashed a multitude 
of what, for lack of a better term, must be described as anxieties: the anxi-
eties of upper social groups, trying to defend their privileges; the anxieties 
of Conversos, middling sorts, and others, trying to create a space within 

 



314  Conclusion

the ranks of the privileged; the anxieties of those below, trying merely to 
survive. These anxieties and, what Sir John H. Elliott has described as dis-
illusionment (desengaño), was also reflected in Golden Age literature. As 
described in the concluding chapter, magical elements entered the literature 
of the elite and were transmitted, through the theatre and symbols of public 
spectacles, to the population as a whole. Part of the anxiety came for the 
effort of shifting from the fairly open and permissive religious culture of the 
late Middle Ages to the more rigorous demands of the Reformation and the 
Catholic Counter Reformation.

Though many factors contributed to the unsettling of social categories, 
I think that money played a significant role. I began this book with some 
verses from Jorge Manrique and Quevedo. For the former, death under-
scored the equality of all men, of all Christians; for the latter, wealth was 
a reprobate slayer of difference and distinction. In Don Quixote’s famous 
speech on the Golden Age (see Chapter  10 and 12), Cervantes mounted 
a serious critique of property, not because it erases social boundaries but 
because it creates them. For Cervantes, distinctions had to be based on chiv-
alric notions and the idealised tripartite order, whereas property and money 
ushered in distinctions based on other values: wealth, purchasing power, 
materialistic priorities. If we explore Don Quijote in even further detail, we 
see that the book is, among many other things, an extended disquisition on 
wealth: on the perceived need to get it, on its insidious effects, on its hasten-
ing the demise of chivalric ideals.

The influx of gold and especially silver from the New World, the develop-
ment of economies of scale – all the constituents that we associate with the 
birth of capitalism – had a dramatic impact not only on Spain’s economy 
but also on the mentality of its inhabitants. Wealth subverted the best laid 
plans of a society of orders. But wealth did not abolish differences; it created 
new ones, often far less forgiving and more oppressive than the ones that 
existed before. In the literary works and the documentary evidence of the 
period, one detects a frantic activity, a hope for accelerated social mobility, 
and a yearning for new bonds between social groups. One also perceives a 
sense of loss, nostalgia for a bygone era, when the chimera of social orders – 
each individual neatly ensconced in his or her ordained place – still defined 
social relations.

I have sought throughout to portray the tensions that existed between 
different social agendas: that of creating discourses of difference and that of 
binding all Spaniards into a community. These tensions were not resolved 
in this period or in any subsequent period for that matter. The tensions 
themselves are part of a continuous unfolding of history, of a continuous 
shifting of social categories. This account is one of successes and failures, 
often more of the latter than of the former. What it does not fully capture, 
however, is the utter complexity of individual lives, the yearnings, desires 
and frustrations. What it does not depict is the small but painful failings, the 
uncertainty and arbitrariness of everyday life. But individuals and society in 
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general ought not to be judged solely by their glorious deeds or failures, but 
also by their unfulfilled aspirations and ideals. I think it is fitting here to con-
clude with Cervantes’s articulation of these ideas in Don Quijote. After all, 
this eponymous hero has guided us throughout most of our long journey.

In one of the most thoughtful sections of the novel’s second volume, the 
protagonist gives Sancho advice on how to govern his newly acquired insula 
(see Chapter 12). Don Quixote counsels his squire never to deny his humble 
peasant origins, and always to be a ‘virtuous humble man [rather] than a 
sinful proud one. . . for people of low birth have risen to the highest ecclesi-
astical and secular dignities’. Then Don Quixote adds, ‘Look, Sancho, take 
virtue as your goal and be proud of doing virtuous deeds, [for] there is no 
need to envy those who have [possessions, glory, prestige], even if they are 
princes and lords; because blood is inherited, and virtue is acquired, and 
virtue is worth by itself that which blood is not’.2 In the end, then and now, 
against the straitjacket of social difference, virtue, right conduct and the 
reflected life were, and are, of far more value than the highest title or the 
‘purest’ blood.
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1348–50	 Spread of the Black Death throughout the Iberian Peninsula
1350	 Death of Alfonso XI of Castile (1312–50) at the siege of 

Gibraltar from the plague
1350–69	 Peter I of Castile (also known as the Cruel). Murdered by 

his half-brother at Montiel in 1369
1350s–1360s	 Civil War in Castile
1369–79	 Henry II (first Trastámara king in Castile)
1379–90	 John I, king of Castile
1387–95	 John (Joan) I, king of the Crown of Aragon (a different 

John)
1390–1406	 Henry III, king of Castile
1390 or 1391	 Shlomoh Ha-Levi, the great rabbi of Burgos, converts to 

Christianity
1391	 Anti-Jewish pogroms throughout the peninsula, most nota-

bly in Seville, Córdoba, Baeza, Jaén, Burgos and Toledo in 
Castile, and Valencia, Barcelona, Lérida and Gerona in the 
Crown of Aragon

1395–1410	 Martín the Humane, king of the Crown of Aragon. End of 
the ruling dynasty in the Crown of Aragon

1398–1458	 Iñigo López de Mendoza, marquis of Santillana, poet and 
book collector

1406–54	 John II, king of Castile
1411–56	 Juan de Mena, poet and author of the Laberinto de fortuna
1412	 Compromise of Caspe: the regent of Castile, Fernando de 

Antequera, becomes king of the Crown of Aragon, 1412–
16. First Trastámara king in the Crown of Aragon.

1412–14	 Disputation of Tortosa leads to further Jewish conversions
1415	 Ceuta is taken by the Portuguese
1416–58	 Alfonso V, king of the Crown of Aragon.
1438	 Writing of El Corbacho by the archpriest of Talavera 

(Alfonso Martínez de Toledo)
ca.1440–79	 Jorge Manrique, poet

Appendix I
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1442–43	 Alfonso V of Aragon gains control of Naples. Establishes a 
cultural centre in which Renaissance ideas flow into Spain.

1449	 Anti-Converso riots in Toledo
1453	 Execution of Alvaro de Luna, favourite of John II of Castile
1453–1515	 Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, the ‘Great Captain’, 

reformer of the Castilian army
1454–74	 Henry IV, king of Castile
1458–79	 John II (Aragon), king of the Crown of Aragon and Navarre
1459–64	 Attacks against Conversos in Burgos
1461	 Attacks against Jews and French merchants in Medina del 

Campo (Castile)
1462–72	 Civil and remença wars in Catalonia
ca.1465	 Writing of Cárcel de amor by Diego de San Pedro (printed 

in 1492)
1469	 The marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella
1469–1529	 Juan de Encina, playwright, first Castilian plays
1473	 Massacre of Conversos throughout the peninsula
1474	 First book, a collection of Catalan poems to the Virgin, 

printed in Spain (Valencia)
1474–1566	 Bartolomé de las Casas, protector of the Indians
1474–1504	 Isabella I, the Catholic, queen of Castile
1476–1541	 Francisco Pizarro, conqueror of Peru
1476	 The Santa Hermandad is organised in Castile
1478	 Setting up of the Inquisition
1479–1516	 Ferdinand the Catholic, king of the Crown of Aragon
1479	 Dynastic union of Castile and Aragon
1480	 Cortes legislation reorganises the governance of Castile
ca.1480–1546	 Francisco de Vitoria, theologian and philosopher
1483	 Creation of the Supreme Council of the Inquisition
1485–1547	 Hernán Cortés, conqueror of Mexico
1491–1556	 Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuits
1492–1540	 Juan Luis Vives, noted humanist and philosopher
1492	 Conquest of Granada (1–2 January)
1492	 31 March, Edict of Expulsion of the Jews
1492	 Antonio de Nebrija publishes Arte de la lengua castellana, 

first grammar in a modern European language
1492	 August, Columbus sails into the Atlantic Ocean on his way 

to the ‘Indies’
1492	 12 October, Columbus’s landfall in the New World
1492	 Amadís of Gaula, the most popular chivalrous novel in Spain, 

is compiled by Garcí Rodríguez de Montalvo in Valladolid
1493	 Columbus’s second voyage; first permanent European set-

tlement in the New World; beginning of the colonisation of 
the Caribbean
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1494	 Treaty of Tordesillas dividing the New World between 
Spain and Portugal

1495–97	 Spanish Intervention and War in Italy
1499	 First Alpujarras rebellion
1499	 First publication of Fernando de Rojas’s La Celestina
1501–04	 War in Italy
ca.1501–36 	 Garcilaso de la Vega, poet; beginnings of the Golden Age 

with the publication of his poetry by Juan Boscán’s widow 
in 1543

1502	 Muslims in Granada forced to choose between baptism and 
expulsion

1504–55	 Juana, the Mad, queen of Castile
1506	 Death of Philip the Handsome, consort of Juana the Mad
1506	 Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros, regent in Castile
1508	 Cisneros founds the university of Alcalá de Henares; prepa-

ration of the Polyglot Bible
1512	 Occupation and integration of Navarre into the Spanish 

Crown
1516–56	 Charles I, king of Castile and the Crown of Aragon; 

emperor (1519–56) as Charles V
1515–82	 St. Teresa of Avila, reformer and mystic
1519–40	 Conquest of Mexico and Peru
1520–21	 Revolt of the Comuneros in Castile
1520–21	 Revolt of the Germanías in Valencia
ca.1530–97	 Juan de Herrera, one of the architects of El Escorial
1535–1624	 Juan de Maríana, Jesuit historian
1540–1611	 Antonio Pérez, secretary to Philip II
1541–1614	 El Greco, painter. Moved to Toledo in 1577 and painted 

there until his death
1542	 Leyes Nuevas, a new legal compilation of Castilian law
1542–91	 John of the Cross, poet and mystic
1545	 First Spanish Index of forbidden books
1547–ca.1614	 Mateo Alemán, author of La vida de Guzmán de Alfar-

ache, a picaresque novel published in two parts (1599 and 
1604)

1547–1616	 Miguel de Cervantes y Saavedra, author of Don Quijote 
and many other works

1550	 Debate between Las Casas and Sepúlveda at Valladolid on 
whether it was lawful to wage war on the natives of the 
New World and to enslave them

1554	 Publication of El Lazarillo de Tormes, first picaresque 
novel

1556–98	 Philip II, king of Spain
1557	 Philip II suspends payment to bankers; Spain’s bankruptcy
1558 or 1559 	 Publication of Jorge de Montemayor’s La Diana
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1559	 Peace treaty of Câteau-Cambrésis between Spain and 
France

1561–1627	 Luis de Góngora, poet
1562–1635	 Félix Lope de Vega y Carpio, playwright
1568–70	 Second Revolt of the Alpujarras
1571	 Defeat of the Turkish fleet at Lepanto
1580	 Annexation of Portugal
1580–1645	 Francisco de Quevedo y Villegas, writer
1588	 Sailing of the Invincible Armada against England and its 

defeat
1591	 Revolt in Aragon
1596	 Second Armada sails against England
1598–1621	 Philip III, king of Spain
1599–1660	 Diego Velázquez, painter of Las meninas and other great 

seventeenth century works
1600–81	 Pedro Calderón de la Barca, Golden Age playwright. 

Author of Life is a Dream, and many other significant 
baroque plays and autos sacramentales

1605	 Publication of El Ingenioso hidalgo Don Quijote de la 
Mancha, Part I

1609–14	 Expulsion of the Moriscos from Spain
1615	 Publication of the second volume of El Ingenioso hidalgo 

Don Quijote de la Mancha
1618	 Beginning of the Thirty Years War
1621–65	 Philip IV, king of the Spanish monarchy. Gaspar de 

Guzmán, Count-Duke of Olivares, prime minister and 
favourite. Died in 1645.

1640–49	 Revolt of the Catalans. Catalonia secedes from Spain
1640	 Portugal secedes from Spain
1643	 Defeat of the Spanish army at Rocroi: first defeat of the 

Spanish tercios in a formal battle. Seen as the symbol of 
Spain’s decline in the old historiography.

1665–1700	 Charles II, king of Spain. End of Habsburg rule at his death.

 



arrendatarios  Renters holding the usufruct (use) of the land and paying a 
censo, a fixed rent, usually established by custom.

auto-de-fe  The great trials held by the Inquisition. Differing in size, dura-
tion, theatricality and number of victims, autos-de-fe were perfor-
mances enacted by the Holy Office, bonding the spectators in powerful 
spectacles of punishment of heretics.

Biga  Barcelona’s ‘honoured citizens’ and landlords.
Busca  Barcelona’s merchants, artisans and urban workers.
caballero  A rank of nobility above that of hidalgo.
cañadas  The roads used by the Mesta livestock (see Mesta).
caserío  A type of household and farming organisation typical of the 

Basque region (see Chapter 2).
censo  A fixed rent paid for the use of a property, usually land under 

cultivation.
Converso  Literally, anyone who converted from one religion to another. 

In Spain, it usually meant conversion from Judaism to Christianity. The 
term ‘New Christians’ was also used to describe Jewish converts.

Corona de Aragón, Crown of Aragon  The union of three distinctive politi-
cal units – Aragon, Catalonia and Valencia – into a political entity ruled 
by one king. Each of the constituents retained its parliament, political 
institutions, culture and language.

cortes, corts  Parliament; assemblies of representatives of the nobility, 
the clergy, and a selected number of cities. Cortes in Castile and corts 
in Catalonia and Valencia – in the latter two regions there were four 
branches, with lower nobility and ennobled bourgeois constituting a 
separate branch.

Don, Doña  Titles denoting social and economic standing. Often associ-
ated with noble rank, but also used as an appellative among rich farm-
ers, well-to-do artisans and merchants.

estamentos  The clergy.
fidalgo, hidalgo  Literally, the son of someone who owned something. The 

term was used to describe the lowest rank of the nobility.
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Infante(a)  The title of the heir to the throne and immediate members of 
the royal family.

Inquisition  The Holy Office or Supreme Council of the Inquisition. Intro-
duced in Spain in the 1480s, the Spanish Inquisition was different from 
the papal or diocesan inquisitions. In Spain, the Inquisition was under 
the direct control of the Crown. Though its main purpose was to fer-
ret out heretics, bring them to trial, and punish them, the Inquisition 
in Spain came to play a significant political, social and economic role.

jornaleros  Daily workers, journeymen; often used to describe agricultural 
workers who were paid a daily salary.

labradores  Literally, those who worked the land. In the late Middle Ages 
and early modern period, the word meant those who held their land 
outright or worked it under long-term leases.

latifundia  Large holding of lands, often owned by a great lord, the Mili-
tary Orders, or great religious establishments. The latifundia originated 
in Roman times and were found mainly in southern Spain and in the 
New World.

mal usos  Arbitrary and abusive customs imposed on the Catalan servile 
peasantry.

manumission  The setting free of serfs or slaves. The practice was common 
in early modern Spain and in the Iberian New World.

maravedí  A type of coin or monetary unit that fluctuated widely in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

mas  A form of organising the land in late medieval Catalonia (see Chapter 2).
Mesta  The sheep herder’s guild which controlled the transhumance: the 

movement of livestock from summer to winter pastures.
minifundio  Small, fragmented holdings, often not sufficient to support a 

peasant and his family.
montes  Wooded areas. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, these areas 

were also used for grazing.
Moriscos  The name given to Muslims who converted to Christianity, but 

who were perceived to practice their ancestral religion (and they often 
did). The Moriscos kept their forms of dress, diet, and the use of the 
Arabic language.

mrs (maravedí)  A type of coinage in late medieval Castile.
Mudejares  Mudejars, Muslims living under Christian rule and still practis-

ing Islam.
pícaros  Tricksters, scam artists, con men who plied their trades in early 

modern Spain. Their adventures provided the plot for the first pica-
resque novel in western Europe, Lazarillo de Tormes.

propietarios  Owners. The term was used to indicate those who held or 
owned the land or other property outright.

pureza de sangre  (purity/cleanliness of blood) A series of statutes enacted 
in late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Spain restricting or denying 
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those of Jewish or Moorish descent access to endowed colleges, Military 
Orders, and other privileges.

Reconquista  The name given to the process of recovering most of Ibe-
ria from the Muslims. The ‘reconquest’ came to underpin most of the 
political ideology of medieval Spain and shaped subsequent historiog-
raphy. The meaning, origins and use of the term have provoked endless 
controversies.

remença  A redemption fee paid by servile peasants to secure their freedom 
in late medieval Catalonia.

remenças, war of the sumptuary laws  The successful late fifteenth-century 
war waged by Catalan serfs to gain their freedom. Legislation aimed at 
restricting excessive eating, use of fashionable clothing, types of fabrics, 
and colours. The main goal of these ordinances was to keep the mid-
dling sorts in place.

villano  A villain, rustic, or villager. The term acquired pejorative connota-
tions in the late Middle Ages and early modern period. The social and 
economic rank of the villano varied greatly: from rich villanos (prosper-
ous and influential farmers) to poor ones.

yuguero  A ploughman; also someone who, owning a plough and a team 
of oxen, hired himself out at harvest time in return for a percentage of 
the crop.

 



This is a short select bibliography, noting the most salient (and accessible) 
titles in the field. Emphasis has been placed on titles in English, although 
most of the historical literature on these subjects is in either Spanish or 
French.

Published sources

There are few primary sources translated into English, except for liter-
ary works. They are cited throughout the book. One notable exception is 
the collection of short excerpts of Christian, Jewish and Muslim medieval 
sources edited by Olivia R. Constable, Medieval Iberia: Readings from 
Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources (Philadelphia: University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 1997).

In addition, in the intervening years since the publication of the first edi-
tion of Spanish Society, numerous web sites now provide comprehensive 
holdings on primary sources, access to digitalized archives.

Documents in English for the period covered by this book may be found 
in a Michigan State University web site: http://libguides.lib.msu.edu/c.
php?g=96828&p=627075

Guide to English documents: http://libguides.richmond.edu/c.php?g= 
42281&p=267430

And the portal for Spanish archives: http://pares.mcu.es/

Chapter 1: Spain in the making

General works

In English

Barton, Simon. 2009. A History of Spain, 2nd edn. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bisson, Thomas N. 1986. The Medieval Crown of Aragon: A Short History. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
Braudel, Fernand. 1972. The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the 

Age of Philip II, trans. S. Reynolds, 2 vols. New York: Harper & Row. There is a 
new reprinting of the original English translation in 1995 from the University of 
California Press.
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