Apuntes de Historia de España:  Los Reyes Católicos y la Conquista de Granada
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b. April 22, 1451, Madrigal de las Altas Torres, Castile

d. Nov. 26, 1504, Medina del Campo, Spain

By name ISABELLA THE CATHOLIC, Spanish ISABEL LA CATÓLICA queen of Castile (1474-1504) and of Aragon (1479-1504), ruling the two kingdoms jointly from 1479 with her husband, Ferdinand II of Aragon (Ferdinand V of Castile). 

Early life

Isabella was the daughter of John II of Castile and of his second wife, Isabella of Portugal. Three years after her birth her half brother became king as Henry IV. Despite the fact that she had a younger brother, Alfonso, and that her early years were spent quietly with her mother at Arévalo, Isabella was soon drawn into Castilian politics. 

She was brought to court when she was 13 in order to be under the 

King's eye. At first the opposition to Henry IV gathered around Alfonso, 

but when the latter died in July 1468, the rebellious magnates naturally turned 

to Isabella. She did not, however, play the role thus designed for her, and

the fruit of her wisdom was recognition as his heiress by Henry IV at

the agreement known as the Accord of Toros de Guisando (Sept. 19,

1468). 

As heiress of Castile, the question of Isabella's future marriage became

a matter of increasing diplomatic activity at home and abroad.

Portugal, Aragon, and France each put forward a marriage candidate.

Henry seems to have wanted his half sister to marry Afonso V, king of

Portugal. As between the Portuguese and Aragonese candidates, she

herself, no doubt assisted in her decision by her small group of

councillors, came down in favour of Ferdinand of Aragon. A third

suitor, the French duc de Guiènne, was sidestepped, and without

Henry's approval she married Ferdinand in October 1469 in the palace

of Juan de Vivero, at Valladolid. The prospect of an Aragonese consort

led to the development of an anti-Aragonese party that put forward the

claims of a rival heiress, Henry's daughter Joan, known as la

Beltraneja by those who believed that her true father was Beltrán de la

Cueva, duque de Albuquerque. The King encouraged this group by

going back on the accord of 1468 on the grounds that Isabella had

shown disobedience to the crown in marrying Ferdinand without the

royal consent. He now rejected Isabella's claim to the throne and

preferred that of Joan, for whom he sought the hand of the Duc de

Guiènne. Though Isabella and Henry were to some extent reconciled,

the long-threatened war of succession at once broke out when the King

died in 1474.

Reign

Isabella was at the time in Segovia, which was secured for her claim.

She was supported by an important group of Castilian nobles,

including Cardinal Mendoza, the constable of Castile (a Velasco), and

the Admiral (an Enríquez), who was related to Ferdinand's mother.

The opposing faction, which put forward the counterclaims of Joan,

included the Archbishop of Toledo; a former supporter, the master of

Calatrava (an influential military order); and the powerful young

marqués de Villena. They were supported by Alfonso V of Portugal,

who hastened to invade Castile and there betrothed himself to Joan.

The first four years of Isabella's reign were thus occupied by a civil

war, which ended in defeat for her Castilian opponents and for the

Portuguese king (Feb. 24, 1479). Upon the death of John II of Aragon in

the same year, the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon came together in

the persons of their rulers. 

Spain had emerged as a country. But it was to be long before this

personal union would lead to effective political unification. Ferdinand,

indeed, in his first will (1475) made Isabella his heir in Aragon and

openly declared the advantages his subjects would derive from the

union with Castile. But each kingdom continued to be governed

according to its own institutions. The two sovereigns were certainly

united in aiming to end the long process of Reconquista by taking over

the last Muslim stronghold in Spain--the Kingdom of Granada. In the

event, however, the conquest (which began in 1482) proved difficult

and drawn out, and it strained the finances of Castile to the utmost.

Although some of the features of the campaign were medieval (like the

order of battle), others were novel. Isabella took a close interest in the

conduct of the war and seems to have been responsible for improved

methods of supply and for the establishment of a military hospital. In

1491 she and Ferdinand set up a forward headquarters at Santa Fe,

close to their ultimate objective, and there they stayed until Granada

fell (Jan. 2, 1492). 

While she was at Santa Fe another event with which the Queen was to

become personally associated was in the making, for Columbus visited

her there to enlist support for the voyage that was to result in the

European settlement of America. Although the story of her offering to

pledge her jewels in order to help finance the expedition cannot be

accepted, and Columbus secured only limited financial support from

her, Isabella and her councillors must receive credit for making the

decision to approve the momentous voyage. The terms on which the

expedition was to set out to discover a new route to the Indies were

drawn up on April 17, 1492. The New World that was discovered as a

result of that decision was, with papal confirmation, annexed to the

crown of Castile, in accordance with existing practice in regard to such

previous Atlantic discoveries as the Canary Islands. 

The Queen and her advisers hardly needed Columbus to remind them

of the opportunity now offered for the spreading of Christianity. Yet,

the unexpected discoveries quickly brought fresh problems to Isabella,

not the least of which was the relationship between the newly

discovered "Indians" and the crown of Castile. The Queen and her

councillors were more ready to recognize the rights of the Indians than

was Columbus; she ordered some of those he had brought back as

slaves to be released. The Queen was still concerned with these

problems when she died in 1504. 

Meanwhile, in 1480 the Inquisition had been set up in Andalusia.

There is little doubt that this represented the culmination of a long and

popular movement against non-Christians and doubtful converts,

which had manifested itself frequently in the late Middle Ages in

Castile. The expulsion of those Jews who refused conversion was the

logical result of the establishment of the Inquisition. Yet, however

meritorious the expulsion may have seemed at the time in order to

achieve greater religious and political unity, judged by its economic

consequences alone, the loss of this valuable element in Spanish

society must have been a serious mistake. 

It is difficult to disentangle Isabella's personal responsibility for the

achievements of her reign from those of Ferdinand. But, undoubtedly,

she played a large part in setting up the court as a centre of influence.

With her blue eyes, her fair or chestnut hair, and wearing jewels and

magnificent dresses, she must have made a striking figure. At the same

time display was matched with religious feeling. Her choice of

spiritual advisers brought to the fore such different and remarkable

men as Hernando de Talavera and Cardinal Cisneros. A policy of

reforming the Spanish churches had begun early in the 15th century.

But the movement gathered momentum only under Isabella and

Talavera. When in 1492 Talavera became archbishop of Granada, his

place at the Queen's side was taken by Cisneros, for whom the

monarchs secured the crucial position of archbishop of Toledo in 1495.

The monarchs were interested in the reform of the secular clergy and

still more in that of the orders of monks, friars, and nuns; Isabella took

a particular interest in the reform of the Poor Clares. Although when

she died there was still much to be done, the rulers and Cisneros

together had gone far toward achieving their goals. 

Though intensely pious and orthodox in her beliefs and though

granted with Ferdinand the title of the "Catholic Kings" by Pope

Alexander VI, Isabella could be both imperious and pertinacious in

her dealings with the papacy. This was particularly true when she

thought the Pope was making bad appointments to Spanish benefices

or in any way encroaching on the customary rights of the crown over

the Spanish churches. For the vacant see of Cuenca in 1478, for

instance, she rejected the Italian cardinal appointed by the Pope, who

four years later accepted her alternative Spanish candidate.

Subsequently, she successfully rejected the suggestion that the Pope's

nephew should become archbishop of Seville. In seeking to control

appointments to Castilian sees, the Queen was not simply inspired by

national sentiments. She also sought candidates of high standards;

judged by her choices of men such as Talavera and Cisneros, Isabella

was, indeed, remarkably effective in achieving her objective. 

Isabella was almost as interested in education as she was in religion.

After she reached the age of 30, she set herself the task of acquiring

proficiency in Latin and succeeded in her aim. At court she

encouraged such notable scholars as Pietro Martire d'Anghiera, whom

she set up as the head of a new palace school for the sons of the

nobility. Naturally, many of the outstanding literary works of her

reign, such as Antonio de Nebrija's Gramática Castellana (1492;

"Castilian Grammar"), were dedicated to her. She was also the patron

of Spanish and Flemish artists; part of her extensive collection of

pictures survives. 

The last decade of her reign took place against a background of family

sorrows brought about by the deaths of her only son and heir, Juan

(1497), of her daughter Isabella, queen of Portugal, in childbirth

(1498), and of her grandchild Miguel (1500), who might have brought

about a personal union between Spain and Portugal. Instead, her

daughter Joan, wife of Philip I and mother of the Holy Roman emperor

Charles V, became the heiress of Castile; but this offered little comfort

to the Queen because Joan had already, by 1501, shown signs of the

mental imbalance that would later earn her the title of "the Mad." 

One of the achievements of Isabella's last decade was undoubtedly the

success with which the Catholic Kings, acting on her initiative,

extended their authority over the military orders of Alcántara,

Calatrava, and Santiago, thus giving the crown control over their vast

property and patronage. These orders had been for too long exploited

by the nobility and were the subject of intense rivalry among those

who sought to be elected master of one or other of them. In 1487

Ferdinand became grand master of Calatrava, and by 1499 he had

acquired the grand masterships of Alcántara and Santiago. With the

capture of Granada, the main work of the orders had been done, and a

process that envisaged their ultimate absorption into the lands of the

crown was logical and sensible.

Assessment

Good sense and statesmanship were equally reflected in Isabella's

will and codicil. Because she left no memoirs, her will is in many ways

the most reliable picture of her. In it she sums up her aspirations and

her awareness of how much she and Ferdinand had been unable to do.

With prudence she comments on the basis of her political program--the

unity of the states of the Iberian Peninsula, the maintenance of control

over the Strait of Gibraltar, a policy of expansion into Muslim North

Africa, of just rule for the Indians of the New World, and of reform in

the church at home. If the overall impression is inevitably piecemeal, it

is also clear that she gave to her successors an exceptional document.

It assures scholars that, in allotting to Isabella the foremost place

among their rulers, Spaniards do not misjudge this remarkable

woman.

Ferdinand II

 b. March 10, 1452, Sos, Aragon

 d. Jan. 23, 1516, Madrigalejo, Spain

byname FERDINAND THE CATHOLIC, Spanish FERNANDO EL CATÓLICO king

of Aragon and king of Castile (as Ferdinand V) from 1479, joint

sovereign with Queen Isabella I. (As Spanish ruler of southern Italy,

he was also known as Ferdinand III of Naples and Ferdinand II of

Sicily.) 

Ferdinand was the son of John II of Aragon and Juana Enríquez, both

of Castilian origin. In 1461, in the midst of a bitterly contested

succession, John II named him heir apparent and governor of all his

kingdoms and lands. Ferdinand's future was assured when he came of

age, in 1466, and when he was named king of Sicily, in 1468, in order

to impress the court of Castile, where his father ultimately wished to

place him. In addition to participating in court life, the young prince

saw battle during the Catalonian wars. In the summer of 1468,

beginning to sow his wild oats, he went courting; the first fruits of

these adventures were Alfonso of Aragon, future archbishop of

Zaragoza and his father's favourite, and Juana of Aragon. 

John II was careful about Ferdinand's education and took personal

charge of it, making sure that Ferdinand learned as much as possible

from experience. He also provided him with teachers who taught him

humanistic attitudes and wrote him treatises on the art of government.

Ferdinand had no apparent bent for formal studies, but he was a

patron of the arts and a devotee of vocal and instrumental music. 

He married the princess Isabella of Castile in Valladolid in October

1469. This was a marriage of political opportunism, not romance. The

court of Aragon dreamed of a return to Castile, and Isabella needed

help to gain succession to the throne. The marriage initiated a dark

and troubled life, in which Ferdinand fought on the Castilian and

Aragonese fronts in order to impose his authority over the noble

oligarchies, shifting his basis of support from one kingdom to the other

according to the intensity of the danger. Despite the political nature of

the union, he loved Isabella sincerely. She quickly bore him children:

the infanta Isabella was born in 1470; the heir apparent, John, in 1478;

and the infantas Juana (called Juana la Loca--Joan the Mad), Catalina

(later called--as the first wife of Henry VIII of England--Catherine of

Aragon), and María followed. The marriage began, however, with

almost continual separation. Ferdinand, often away in the Castilian

towns or on journeys to Aragon, reproached his wife for the comfort of

her life. At the same time, the restlessness of his 20 years drove him

into other women's arms, by whom he sired at least two female

children, whose birth dates are not recorded. 

Between the ages of 20 and 30, Ferdinand performed a series of heroic

deeds. These began when Henry IV of Castile died on Dec. 11, 1474,

leaving his succession in dispute. Ferdinand rushed from Zaragoza to

Segovia, where Isabella had herself proclaimed queen of Castile on

December 13. Ferdinand remained there as king consort, an uneasy,

marginal figure, until Isabella's war of succession against Afonso V of

Portugal gained his acceptance in 1479 as king in every sense of the

word. That same year John II died, and Ferdinand succeeded to the

Aragonese throne. This initiated a confederation of kingdoms, which

was the institutional basis for modern Spain. 

The events of this period bring out the young king's character more

clearly. In portraits he appears with soft, well-proportioned features, a

small, sensual mouth, and pensive eyes. His literary descriptions are

more complicated, although they agree in presenting him as

good-looking, of medium height, and a good rider, devoted to games

and to the hunt. He had a clear, strong voice. He was something of a

ladies' man, which caused Isabella jealousy for several years. 

From 1475 to 1479 Ferdinand struggled to take a firm seat in Castile

with his young wife and to transform the kingdom politically, using

new institutional molds partly inspired by those of Aragon. This

policy of modernization included a ban against all religions other than

Roman Catholicism. The establishment of the Spanish Inquisition

(1478) to enforce religious uniformity and the expulsion of the Jews

(1492) were both part of a deliberate policy designed to strengthen the

church, which would in turn support the crown. 

The years 1482-92 were frantic for Ferdinand. In the spring months he

directed the campaign against the kingdom of Granada, showing his

military talent to good effect, and he conquered the kingdom inch by

inch, winning its final capitulation on Jan. 2, 1492. During the months

of rest from war, he visited his kingdoms, learning their geography

and problems firsthand. 

At the age of 50 Ferdinand was an incarnation of royalty, and fortune

smiled on him. For various reasons, particularly for his intervention in

Italy, Pope Alexander VI gave him the honorary title of "the Catholic"

on Dec. 2, 1496. But he also suffered a succession of tragedies: the heir

apparent and his eldest daughter both died, and the first symptoms of

insanity appeared in his daughter Juana. He was wounded in

Barcelona in 1493, but this was unimportant compared with the family

injuries he suffered, which culminated in the death of Isabella in 1504,

"the best and most excellent wife king ever had." 

In 1505, to secure his position in Castile, Ferdinand signed a contract

to marry Germaine de Foix, niece of the king of France. This, too, was a

political marriage, although he always showed her the highest regard.

A stay in Italy (1506-07) demonstrated how badly he was needed by

the Spanish kingdoms. Once more in Castile, he managed his

European policy so as to obtain a hegemony that would serve his

expansionary ends in the Mediterranean and in Africa. In 1512,

immediately after the schism in the church in which the kings of

Navarre participated, he occupied their kingdom and incorporated it

into Castile--one of the most controversial acts of his reign. 

In 1513 Ferdinand's health began to decay, although he was still able

to direct his international policy and to prepare the succession of his

grandson, the future emperor Charles V. In early 1516 he began a trip

to Granada; he stopped in Madrigalejo, the little site of the sanctuary of

Guadalupe, where he died. The day before his death, he had signed

his last will and testament, an excellent picture of the monarch and of

the political situation at his death. 

Many considered Ferdinand the saviour of his kingdoms, a bringer of

unity. Others despised him for having oppressed them. Machiavelli

attributed to him the objectionable qualities of the Renaissance prince.

The German traveler Thomas Müntzer and the Italian diplomat

Francesco Guicciardini, who knew him personally, compared him

with Charlemagne. His will indicates that he died with a clear

conscience, ordering that his body be moved to Granada and buried

next to that of his wife Isabella, so that they might be reunited for

eternity. He died convinced that the crown of Spain had not been so

powerful for 700 years, "and all, after God, because of my work and my

labour." 

Granada

The lack of interest in reconquest on the part of the successors 

of Alfonso XI created a favourable climate for Granada, which found

 itself free from political pressures of both Maghribians and Castilians. 

During the reign of Muhammad V (1354-59; 1362-91) Granada 

reached its greatest splendour; its ministers included some of the most learned men of the epoch, such as the polymath Abu 'Abd Allah ibn al-Khatib, the physician Abu Ja'far

ibn Khatima, and the poet Abu 'Abd Allah ibn Zamraq. Important

figures from the Maghrib were in close touch with Granada. 

During this long era there also developed the institution of the "judge

of the frontier," juez de la frontera y de los fieles del rastro; the judge was a

Muslim official who heard Christian complaints against the

Granadinos. This procedure did much to reduce frontier incidents

between Muslims and Christians. 

Foreign relations entered a long period of tranquillity as a result of the

ghastly losses of life from the Black Plague (1348-51) and, afterward,

from the internal wars that weakened Christian Castile. Only an

occasional confrontation served to remind the Muslims and Christians

that their territorial struggle, considered by the latter as a reconquest,

had not yet come to an end. In the 15th century, however, the

Reconquest proceeded apace. The Castilian regent, Prince Ferdinand,

seized Antequera (Antaqirah) in 1410; Jimena and Huéscar fell in

1435, Huelma in 1438, and Gibraltar in 1462. One result of these

events was that the people of Granada became increasingly less

tolerant of Christians, and the Granadine faqihs professed the most

extreme xenophobia. The policy of intolerance and xenophobia points

to the existence of a Granadine school of law, which before long

exerted an influence on the other side of the strait; for the Maghribians,

subjected to the constant pressure of the Portuguese--who had gained

possession of their coastal areas (Ceuta, first, in 1415)--realized, like

the Granadinos, that the only way to escape Christian hegemony was

through the profession of the most rigorous Islamic ideals and the

practice of the most extreme xenophobia. This policy, common to both

sides of the Strait of Gibraltar, did not achieve equal results. It saved

the Maghrib from its external enemies, but in Spain it became the casus

belli for the final campaign, "the Granada War" (Guerra de Granada),

that was to inaugurate the conclusion of the Reconquest. 

The sultan Muley Hacén (Abu al-Hasan 'Ali) refused to pay the

annual tribute he owed to the Catholic Monarchs and seized the

fortified town of Zahara (1481), thus launching hostilities that were

destined to liquidate the last bastion of Andalusian Islam. The

campaign proved to be difficult for the Christian army despite the

discord that split the royal Granada family and was exploited in

Machiavellian fashion by Ferdinand the Catholic: Boabdil (Arabic:

Muhammad Abu 'Abd Allah), son of Muley Hacén, rebelled in Guadix

against his father and was recognized in Granada with the aid of the

Abencerrajes, a powerful Granada family. Muley Hacén, however,

who had taken refuge in Málaga, succeeded in recapturing the capital

with the assistance of the Zegries family. But he was successfully

deposed by his brother, the Zagal (Abu 'Abd Allah Muhammad

az-Zaghall--the Valiant One), who was supported by the Venegas

family. 

Boabdil was captured by the Catholic Monarchs during his attack at

Lucena. In order to regain his freedom, he signed the Pact of Cordova,

in which he pledged himself to deliver the portion of the kingdom that

was in the hands of the Zagal in exchange for help from the Castilians

in recovering Granada, part of which (Alhambra) was still in the

hands of Muley Hacén. The latter and the Zagal allied themselves

against Boabdil, who had to flee and seek asylum in the court of the

Catholic Monarchs. The death of Muley Hacén in 1485 enabled

Boabdil, with the help of the inhabitants of Albaicín, to occupy the

Alhambra. The Zagal, who had been routed by the Christians before

Vélez Málaga, retreated to Guadix in 1487 and, being incapable of

further resistance, delivered his territories to the Catholic Monarchs

and emigrated to Tlemcén (1491). Taking advantage of this civil war,

the Christians seized Ronda, Marbella, Loja, and Málaga and were in

a position to lay siege to Granada. When the siege began, the

population divided into factions: one consisted of pacifists and the

other of belligerents who, despite their quarrels, fiercely defended the

city. 

By the end of 1491 the situation became desperate, and Boabdil

capitulated. But before making the news public, he brought a

detachment of Castilian troops into the Alhambra on the night of

January 1-2, for the purpose of avoiding a disturbance on the part of

his vassals that might render it impossible for him to comply with the

terms of the pact. The official surrender, and with it the end of Muslim

political power on the Iberian Peninsula, took place the following day,

Jan. 2, 1492. Islamic minorities, such as submissive Mudejars (later

called Moriscos), remained in Spain until the 17th century.

The conquest of Granada

The impact of the Muslims on Spanish life and traditions had been

rather different from that of the Jews. It was most evident, perhaps, in

the position of women in southern Spain, who for long remained

semiveiled and in much greater seclusion than elsewhere in Christian

Europe. It was evident also where Jewish influence was practically

nonexistent, in the visual arts and especially in architecture. Not only

did houses in southern Spain for a long time continue to be built facing

inward, onto a patio, but a whole style of architecture, the Plateresque,

derived from an imaginative fusion of the Moorish (Muslim) and the

Christian: classical Renaissance structures were decorated with

Gothic or Renaissance motifs but executed in the Moorish manner, as

if a carpet had been hung over the outside wall of the building. This

charming style, which was invented during the reign of the Catholic

Monarchs, spread far and wide over Spain and eventually even to the

New World. 

To Ferdinand and Isabella, the Moorish problem presented itself in the

first place in a political and military form, for the Muslims still ruled

their independent kingdom of Granada. The Catholic Monarchs had to

concentrate all their military resources and call on the enthusiastic

support of their Castilian subjects to conquer the kingdom in a long

and arduous campaign, which ended with the capture of Granada, the

capital, in 1492. In this campaign Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, the

"Great Captain," developed the tactics, training, and organization that

made Spanish infantry almost unbeatable for 150 years. The Muslims

were granted generous terms and religious freedom. But, against the

advice of the saintly Hernando de Talavera, the converso archbishop of

Granada, who was trying to convert the Muslims by precept and

education, the queen's confessor, Francisco (later Cardinal) Jiménez de

Cisneros, introduced forced mass conversions. The Muslims rebelled

(1499-1500) and, after another defeat, were given the choice of

conversion or expulsion. Jiménez and Isabella did not regard this new

policy as a punishment of the Muslims for rebellion, for Christian

baptism could never be that. It was rather that they considered

themselves to have been released by the rebellion from their previous

guarantees to the Muslims, which they had entered into only with

misgivings. Though many Muslims chose conversion, the problem

now became virtually insoluble. There were never enough

Arab-speaking priests or money for education to make outward

conversion a religious reality. The Moriscos remained an alien

community, suspicious of and suspect to the "old" Christians. There

was with the Moriscos very little of the intermarriage with Christians

and of the deliberate acceptance of Spanish Christianity that, in spite

of all the statutes of limpieza, allowed the conversos to become such an

integral part of Spanish society. 
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