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Moriscos and the Sacralization of Stories in Early Modern Spain 

Mary Elizabeth Perry 

 
  Moriscos, those Muslims and their descendants who had to convert to 

Christianity if they wanted to remain in the lands of Spain after 1502, offer a 

significant global link in the study of culture and religion.  Originally coming to the 

Iberian Peninsula from the eastern Mediterranean and North Africa, they raise 

several questions about sacred and devotional objects.  How, for example, could 

these people preserve any remnants of their Muslim faith after Christian rulers 

prohibited not only their religion, but also their culture, and unleashed a very 

powerful Inquisition to prosecute false converts and Muslim traditions?  How did 

their stories become sacred to Moriscos and even help them grow in faith?  And 

most puzzling of all, why did they risk their lives to save stories of non-Muslim 

origins, such as those about Jesus, the Hebrew prophet Job, and a handless 

maiden named Carcayona?  

  Fortunately, historical records provide important help in finding answers to 

these questions, for they reveal a context for Moriscos, their experiences, and 

their stories.  At the beginning of the 16th century, Fernando and Isabel decreed 

that Muslims remaining in the lands of Castile must convert to Christianity or 

leave the Hispanic homes where many had lived for generations.1  Thousands 

chose to leave Spain, but many others stayed and converted to Christianity, 

whether voluntarily or by force.  Known as Moriscos, or “Moor-like,” these 

baptized Muslims became viewed as “false Christians” who followed the longtime 
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Muslim tradition of taqiyya, which counseled the faithful to conform externally to 

the religion of an oppressive regime while internally remaining faithful to Islam.2   

 Although some Moriscos became “good Christians,” and even entered 

religious orders or intermarried with Old Christians (those without Jewish or 

Muslim ancestors), many other Moriscos resisted assimilation.  They could 

preserve few sacred objects of their faith, however, as Christian authorities 

prohibited them and exiled or killed their Muslim leaders, closed or shattered their 

mosques.  Bonfires had already destroyed countless copies of the Qur’an and 

most of their religious writings in Arabic, the language they revered as that in 

which the word of Allah was written.3   

 However, Moriscos found ways to preserve their stories and hide Arabic 

writings, even as inquisitors prosecuted thousands for concealing and reading 

and passing on to one another the prohibited Arabic writings.  In Jaén, for 

example, an official entered the house of Elvira Hernández, believing that she 

was hiding some papers, but she quickly passed a large bundle to Isabel de 

Aranda, who hid the writings in her skirts.  As the official caught sight of her, 

Isabel de Aranda passed the bundle to another Morisca, Isabel de Silva, who 

concealed the papers in her skirts and swiftly moved to another room to hide 

them beneath a woven grass mat—all of this recorded as evidence against 

them.4  

 Yet inquisitors were not able to find all the hidden writings.  Two and three 

centuries later, workmen discovered some of them as they pulled down ancient 

buildings in which Moriscos had once lived.  Evidently concealed in hollow pillars 
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and walls, false ceilings and floors, the writings that spilled out included those in 

both Arabic and aljamía, a Spanish dialect written in Arabic script.5  Although 

some of the concealed papers preserved secular accounts such as bookkeeping 

records and marriage contracts, many of them were religious writings, including 

copies of the Qur’an, sayings of Muhammad, and legal interpretations of the 

shar’ia.  Certainly objects of veneration for those Moriscos who were able to read 

and hear them in early modern Spain, they may have been an important source 

of inspiration when they could be taken out of their hiding places without fear of 

discovery. 

 In addition to the traditional sacred writings of Islam, however, the 

concealed writings included stories that I believe became important objects of 

faith for Moriscos.  For generations these tales had been passed on orally by 

storytellers, but at the end of the fifteenth or in the early sixteenth century they 

had been written down in aljamía.  By this time many Hispanic Muslims and 

Moriscos wanted to preserve the sacred Arabic script that had been used to 

record the Qur’an, especially as they lost their facility with spoken Arabic.6  

Perhaps they sacralized this loss of spoken Arabic as a “felt absence,” similar to 

Desdemona’s handkerchief in Richard McCoy’s analysis of Shakespeare’s 

Othello.7 

 Several of these stories became inspirational for those Moriscos 

attempting to preserve their own faith and culture in the sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries. In addition, they became sacred not only to those 

resisting Christian conversion, but also to two other groups of Moriscos:  those 
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who wanted to explore the possible syncretization of Islam with aspects of 

Judeo-Christian traditions, and those who simply intended to assimilate as 

Christians.  For each of these groups, Morisco stories became even more sacred 

as Christian authorities prohibited them so that Moriscos had to preserve them in 

secrecy.  Morisco stories of Job, Jesus, and a handless maiden named 

Carcayona have particular significance, I believe, in demonstrating how Moriscos 

used stories to preserve or hybridize sacred beliefs even though they did not 

originate as tales to preserve their faith in Islam, nor to instruct Muslims to resist 

religious oppression, nor to make other faiths more acceptable to Muslims.  

Context and Evidence 

 In proposing that Moriscos converted some of their stories into sacred 

“objects,” I want to acknowledge both the particularities of their historical context 

as well as the limitations of available evidence.  Moriscos continued to live in the 

Spanish kingdoms during the sixteenth and early sixteenth century in an 

environment of growing mistrust and increasing oppression that undercut their 

efforts at assimilation.  They lost their Muslim names when Christian clerics 

imposed new Christian names in baptism.  A royal decree of 1508 banned their 

Arabic writings, and a series of royal mandates in the 1510s and 1520s 

prohibited much of their traditional clothing, food, festive dances and other 

elements of their culture that religious officials considered evidence of continuing 

allegiance to Islam.8  From the 1530s, the Inquisition imprisoned thousands of 

suspected Muslim apostates, subjecting them to seizure of family property, 
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humiliating public penitence, lashings, penitential service and—when the 

accused did not request reconciliation with the Church—execution.9 

 After years of increasing oppression, Moriscos in Granada declared an 

armed rebellion in 1568.  For two years they held off the proud armies of Philip II 

and his loyal nobles, but they had to accept defeat in 1570.  The crown ordered 

the forced relocation of all Moriscos of Granada and their dispersal in distant 

parts of Castile.  Some 50,000 Moriscos suffered very difficult journeys into this 

internal exile, more than one-quarter of them dying along the way from exposure, 

disease, and hardship.  Those who survived faced suspicious new neighbors and 

stringent restrictions carried out by local ecclesiastical and lay authorities.10 

Finally in 1609, convinced that Moriscos would never assimilate in 

Spanish Christian society, Philip IV ordered that they be expelled from his 

kingdoms.11  With the exception of only the small percentage of Moriscos who 

had managed to integrate themselves into the power structures of the dominant 

society, the overwhelming majority of Spain’s Moriscos were forced into exile 

between 1609 and 1614.  Christian authorities decreed that Moriscos could not 

take with them precious metals or jewels or, in many cases, their children 

younger than seven years who had been baptized.  When expelled Moriscos left 

the port of Seville in 1610, officials placed in warehouses some 300 Morisco 

children they had taken from their parents.  Here the children waited for Christian 

parents who would agree to raise them as “good Christians.”12 

     In this tragic context, we find no evidence for how many Moriscos had 

access to their own stories or history.  Inquisition cases against Moriscos 
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accused of attempting to hide Arabic or Aljamiado writings provide some specific 

examples, but they tell us nothing of those Moriscos who escaped prosecution by 

the Holy Office.  In some cases, the reports do not even show that the 

prosecuted Moriscos had read the writings nor that they knew what the writings 

contained.  It is likely that the majority of Morisco women, in particular, could not 

read.13 

 Inquisition records in themselves are problematic as evidence.  They have 

the limitation of reflecting better what inquisitors wanted to hear than what 

Moriscos might have believed was true.  Moriscos subjected to questioning by 

inquisitors knew that these men had the power of life and death over them and 

their families.  Inquisitors not only phrased the questions to elicit particular 

responses; they also recorded the Moriscos’ answers.  The testimonies in these 

cases read more as a form of ventriloquism carried out by inquisitors than an 

honest statement by witnesses free to speak openly in the search for truth.14  

Presenting much more clearly what those in power sought to establish than the 

direct voices of Moriscos, these records could easily be dismissed as evidence of 

an “imperialist gaze” by a powerful elite that looked down upon a despised 

“Other.”15   

 It is likely that many of the Morisco stories were passed on orally, 

especially after Inquisitors succeeded in finding the written versions that 

Moriscos had attempted to hide.  Even if we agree that many of the Morisco 

stories had been spoken, however, we have no information about the storytellers 

nor about the particular version that each told of the story.  We do not know 
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which tales the storytellers used to simply entertain and which had a more 

didactic purpose to instruct and preserve Islam.  Often when I work with Moriscos 

I long to hear their stories as they told them in their own places and times, note 

their inflections and the responses of their listeners, their quiet decisions to 

disguise words that might too easily betray them to suspicious eavesdroppers, 

their admonitions to keep the stories from children who might inadvertently 

repeat fragments that would incriminate the adults.  Unfortunately, we have not 

yet invented that super-mega-ear that could pick up the vibrations of voices from 

5 centuries ago that might still surround the Earth in the outer reaches of our 

universe.   

 However, we do have some scholarly help in analyzing the little historical 

evidence that we have.  Just a moment ago, for example, we used the work of 

post-colonial scholars to help us understand some of the limitations of Inquisition 

records as an elitist “imperialist gaze.”  With the insights of additional literary 

scholars, we can deliberately read historical records “against the grain” as 

“discourse” that involves power relations.16   

 In addition, we can look to the analytical work of sociologists and 

anthropologists who have studied peoples attempting to survive in very difficult 

situations.  Hank Johnston, for example, is a sociologist who studied the people 

of Catalonia under the Franco regime and learned how they preserved their 

Catalan language and culture through oral stories, jokes, and traditional songs 

that they had to keep secret.17   Anthropologist James C. Scott has written two 

books about peasants and the very poor in Malaysia, which show how these 
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people develop strategies such as “hidden transcripts” and “weapons of the 

weak” in order to resist domination.18 

 But how do we really know that Moriscos “sacralized” the stories?  Here 

the writings of William James, Emile Durkheim, and Joseph Campbell can help to 

clarify what we mean by the verb, “sacralize.”  For each of these thinkers, human 

beings—no matter when or where they live—yearn to know more of a powerful 

transcendent being, to experience an encounter with this being, to learn more of 

the universe that this divinity has created, and to empower themselves through 

connecting with this divine power.19  As we consider Morisco stories, then, I 

suggest that we look especially at how they describe a divine being, a human 

encounter with the divinity, and the empowerment of people through this divinity.  

Morisco Stories 

 Elsewhere I have analyzed two Morisco stories that do not appear to have 

originated with Muslims.  In my recent book I present “The Story of the Maiden 

Carcayona, Daughter of King Nachrab, with the Dove” as a metaphor of the 

Morisco experiences of wounding and exile, of hope and faith.20  To me, 

Carcayona is a tale that could both empower and comfort Moriscos in early 

modern Spain. This Morisco version of the story of an archetypal handless 

maiden probably originated in Asia long before Muslims adapted it as a didactic 

tool for instruction in Islam.21   

 In contrast, the Morisco story of Job appeared in Hebrew Scriptures 

centuries before Muhammad heard the words that would include Job in the 

Qur’an.22  Clearly recognizing the close connection of Allah with his people, the 
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Morisco story of Job presents Job and his wife Rahma as exemplars of suffering, 

faith, compassion, and love.  In my judgment, this could have provided Moriscos 

both inspiration and hope, as they suffered the loss of identity and faith, family 

and home in early modern Spain.23   

Here, however, I want to focus on one section of another Morisco story, “The 

Birth of Jesus.”24  Because it seems to be based on the stories of the Christian 

gospels, we might wonder why Moriscos hid this story from Christian authorities. 

Note, however, that because it was written in Arabic or aljamia, it would have 

been burned.  Moreover, it presents a story of Jesus and his mother, Mary, that 

differed significantly from the dogma and teachings of the Catholic Church in 

Spain at this time.  For Moriscos, this story may have helped as they tried to 

accept the Christianity imposed on them.  Perhaps, also, the stories held out 

some hope to those Moriscos who hoped for a synthesis of Islam and 

Christianity.  In addition, there is the possibility that the story could have 

encouraged them to hold on to the faith revealed in the Qur’an, which recognizes 

Jesus as born of a miraculous birth to become a prophet for Allah. 

 Although “The Birth of Jesus” may seem an unlikely source of 

empowerment or reassurance of the divine for Moriscos, this story presents an 

example of divine power to infuse its spirit into those who are born as mortal 

beings.  In fact, it is about Allah’s divine power infused into very unlikely human 

beings, such as a timid Hebrew maiden who conceives a child outside wedlock, 

and her ridiculed fatherless son who performs miracles to bring the healing and 

compassionate love of Allah to those who suffer.  In my judgment, these are 
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clearly two characters with whom Moriscos could identify as they struggled to 

survive under a very oppressive ecclesiastic-political regime.    More than simply 

a tale of suffering, “The Birth of Jesus” holds out the hope of healing and 

wholeness through the intervention of a loving divine power. 

 The particular role of Mary in this story raises a question about why divine 

power so frequently works through women, even though, or perhaps because, 

they were frequently disdained by their patriarchal societies. In this respect, Mary 

resembles the miracle-working Constance in Chaucer’s The Man of Law’s Tale, 

which Sarah Stanbury analyzes in another essay in this volume.25  Mary also 

reminds us of the Empress Helena, mother of Constantine, whose conversion to 

Christianity changed Roman history. Thanks to the work of Diliana Angelova, we 

realize that later accounts of Constantine and Christianity omitted the story that it 

was Helena who discovered the remnants of the True Cross that played such a 

key role in the spread of Christianity.26   

 The Morisco story of “The Birth of Jesus” begins with a focus on the 

Hebrew maiden, Mary.  Tracing the genealogy of Mary to her forefather 

Solomon, it tells how her long-barren mother Anne prayed aloud in the temple 

that whether she conceived boy or girl, she promised to give the child to the 

temple for service to the Lord.  When she gave birth to a daughter, she named 

her Mary and told her brother-in-law Zachariah, a priest in the temple, of her 

pledge.  He was not impressed, however, when she presented her infant 

daughter to him.  “Women are not good for serving in the temple of the Lord,” he 

told her, “better that they look after the younger children.”27  Then, just as Anne 
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turns to leave in disappointment with her infant daughter, Zachariah tells her to 

come back and show him the baby’s face.  When Anne uncovers the infant’s 

face, it shines “as the moon.”  Allah casts great love for Mary in the heart of 

Zachariah as he sees her beauty.  “Oh, Anne,” he tells her mother, “leave her in 

my power, and carry out your promise.”28   

 Zachariah now takes over the rearing of the child Mary, placing her in a 

locked and enclosed house where she can live in purity to learn to serve the 

Lord.  As Mary grows into puberty, Allah sends Gabriel to her, and he brings her 

fruit from Allah.  “Eat,” the angel says, but she turns her face away and “hid it 

from fear because she thought he was taquiye, he who was believed to cause 

women who looked at him to be seized by love.”29  Gabriel assures Mary that he 

is not a man who wants to seduce her, but a messenger from Allah who sent him 

to bring her “the fruit of paradise and to tell you that you will have a spotless son . 

. . for Allah has chosen you above all the women of the world and has purified 

you.”30  Astounded, she asks how she can have a child, for she has not been 

with a man.  Gabriel assures her that this is the order of her Lord who wants it to 

be a marvel among people.   

 Mary protests that people of her tribe of Israel will kill her when they find 

she, an unmarried maiden, is pregnant.  However, Gabriel points out that Allah 

has honored her and will protect her so that they will not be able to kill her.  Mary 

insists that the Israelites will stone her, but Gabriel assures her that “their hearts 

are in the power of Allah.”31  As the angel continues to calm each of her 

concerns, Mary suddenly feels the baby stir within her.  Gabriel smiles then and 
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assures her that this is by the will of the “Lord of the world.”32  However, after the 

angel leaves her and Mary tells Zachariah of his visit, she realizes that he does 

not believe her story and thinks, instead, that someone got into her locked 

enclosure—perhaps with her assistance--and seduced her.   

 Later, when she knows the baby will soon be born, Mary flees from her 

enclosure “for fear of Zachariah and those of the tribe of Israel.”33  In an 

“unpopulated place,” she finds refuge under a date palm that seems dry and 

barren.34  She places herself in a hollow in the tree and Gabriel now comes to 

her, urging her not to feel sad, but to notice that Allah has provided here a bed 

for her in the hollow of the tree.35  Although Mary has seen no fruit on the tree, 

the angel tells her that dates will nourish her, falling to her when she simply fixes 

her eyes on the fronds of the tree. 

 Here in the nurturing shelter of the date palm Mary gives birth to Jesus, 

“salvation be to him,” as the story says, adding that this is “the best of births for 

any for the daughters of Adam.”36  At the moment of birth, Allah opens the “gates 

of the heavens and sends down to earth seven tiers of angels and a pillar of 

splendor that illuminates the earth and the heavens, by the power of the Lord of 

the world.”37  The baby, as he leaves the womb, declares, “There is no Lord but 

Allah, and Jesus is the spirit of Allah and his word.”38  Hearing this, Mary praises 

and gives thanks to Allah for this baby. 

 However, back at Mary’s enclosure, Zachariah shouts an alarm when he 

cannot find her.  Others from the tribe of Israel hear him and join in a search for 

her, and so does Iblis, the devil who is disguised as an old man.  They meet a 
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shepherd running towards them white with fear.  When they stop him, he gasps 

that he has  “seen a thing that I have never seen before in my life. . . .”  

Questioned by the disguised devil, the shepherd goes on to say that he “saw the 

gates of heaven open and seven tiers of angels descend from heaven to the 

earth.”  He saw a “pillar of splendor” illuminating the heavens and earth that 

stopped before a woman giving birth, and he saw leaving the womb a boy child 

who said, “There is no Lord but Allah; I am Jesus, spirit of Allah and his word.”39   

 Hearing all this, the devil returns to Zachariah and his group, and twists 

the shepherd’s story.   Declaring that the shepherd had confirmed Mary’s evil, 

Iblis says that she has given birth to a child that she had conceived with the 

shepherd.  Iblis incites Zachariah and the men to believe that she must die for 

this, and he convinces them that they must stone her.  The search party finds her 

in the hollow of the date palm, but when they accuse her of adultery, she does 

not flinch.  “I have not come with evil, nor did I sin in any way,” she declares, “but 

ask the child, for he will tell you the truth, whether he is legitimate or 

illegitimate.”40   

 Note two important developments in the story.  First, the devil appears in 

disguise with supernatural powers of evil.  In contrast, the Christian gospels tell 

of the evil threatened by a mortal king, Herod, who feared the newborn babe.  

Perhaps Moriscos’ experience of evil in their own lives led them to give a greater 

role in their story to the more powerful devil, particularly one with supernatural 

powers infused into human form.   
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 Second, we see a major change in Mary from that frightened maiden who 

first turned away from Gabriel and ran to hide when she could not convince 

Zachariah of Gabriel’s message of her divine pregnancy.  Now, after the birth of 

her child, she has changed from child to mother, from frightened lamb to fierce 

lioness.  She refuses to flee or weep when the angry men come to stone her and 

the baby.  Instead she defies those who accuse her of evil, and she challenges 

them to learn the truth about her from the child--for she has heard the child speak 

as it leaves her womb.  Perhaps this miraculous revelation of Allah’s blessing of 

her child has most transformed her from demure girl to strong woman?  Perhaps 

her story now becomes one of hope and reassurance that Allah directly 

intervenes in human lives, even in those who have been despised and defeated--

such as the Moriscos who were suffering the loss of Islam and their Muslim 

culture?  In this sense, the story could easily appeal to, and even empower, 

Moriscos attempting to resist Christian authorities.   

 However, it is also possible that the story could reassure those Moriscos 

who favored some sort of synthesis of the two faiths, as well as those who were 

trying to adapt themselves to Christianity.  On the one hand, this aljamiado 

version of the birth of Jesus seems very similar to the story contained in the 

Qur’an in sura XIX.41  In addition, several scholars see the possibilities of Marian 

devotion for attracting Moriscos to Christianity.42  On the other hand, the 

veneration of Mary had been  

growing in early modern Spain from a popular form of religious enthusiasm into 

an acceptable teaching of the Immaculate Conception.43  Note, however, that the 
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Morisco version does not say that Mary’s son was the Son of God, a fundamental 

Christian doctrine.  Neither does it state that Mary had been born without original 

sin, nor that she remained an eternal virgin after the birth of Jesus—two 

doctrines increasingly taught by the Spanish Catholic Church in this time, as well 

as by the Eastern Orthodox Church.  Yet as a symbol of purity and compassion, 

she offers the appeal of both the nurturing mother and a loving Creator who 

moves in human lives—two archetypes appearing in Jewish and Muslim, as well 

as Christian traditions.   

 Moriscos who heard the story of “The Birth of Jesus” recognized an 

account of a human encounter with the divine that millions have found in 

countless variations around the world.  Clearly, they could have heard in this 

version the movement, images, and message of love that Julian of Norwich 

found in her visions in medieval England.44  In their own lives of struggle and 

tragic expulsion, the story of the miraculous birth of Jesus and the transformation 

of Mary must have touched many Morisco hearts longing for comfort and healing.  

We cannot know with certainty that Moriscos regarded their story of “The Birth of 

Jesus” as a sacred object.  Yet there is no question that the story tells us more 

about the these people, their longings and needs, their hopes for redemption, 

their belief in a divine power that speaks through words and reaches down to 

mere mortals with love and compassion.  
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