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 In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Granada was a kingdom of silk.  Silk 

work formed the basis of the Granadan economy, determined Granada's place in 

Mediterranean trade networks, and determined the rhythms of daily life for people in 

Granada's cities and its countryside.  Granadan women dominated silk cultivation and 

spinning.  When the Christians conquered the kingdom in 1491 and ended centuries of 

Islamic rule, Granada's Morisco population continued to make silk despite forced 

conversion, revolt, excessive taxation, and Inquisition until finally the silk industry 

collapsed when the Moriscos were expelled in 1570.  The continuity through change in 

the kingdom's silk industry both mirrors religious and cultural change and differs from 

it in important ways.  The silk industry reveals the ways that Moriscos resisted and 

cooperated with Spanish officials as their identity and culture was increasingly under 

threat in the sixteenth century.  
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Introduction 
 

In 1569, in the midst of the bloody violence of the second Morisco1 rebellion in 

the Castilian Kingdom of Granada, Hernando de Guzmán and Álvaro el Guajany 

submitted a petition to the royal Spanish government for special permission to travel 

from the city of Granada to the Morisco town of Pinillos in the Alpujarran countryside 

for the annual silk harvest.2  The men, Moriscos residing in the San Salvador parish of 

the Morisco Albaicín neighborhood in Granada, warned the crown that if it denied their 

petition and they were unable to return to the mountains they would be unable to 

“raise [silk], [and they would] have nothing with which to pay [their] taxes.”  At the end 

of their petition, the men added that they would not go to harvest silk alone, but rather 

that they would need to go “with our women to cultivate the silk.”  The men revealed 

only at the end of their petition the vital role their wives played in the family 

economy.3

The story of Guzmán and el Guajany was a story of survival.  Moriscos used a 

variety of strategies to survive in a world that increasingly saw them as hostile.  At 

times survival required cooperation with authorities and at other times it meant 

resisting Spanish hegemony, even with violence.  At the most basic level, survival 

 

                                                           
1 The Moriscos were forced converts to Christianity from Islam. 

2 1569 was a particularly difficult time to be a Morisco in the kingdom of Granada, and travel from the 
city to the Alpujarras Mountains would have been extraordinarily difficult.  The Morisco revolt of the 
Alpujarras was in full swing and tension between the Moriscos and the emigrants or Old Christians was 
reaching its peak in the city of Granada.  The expulsion of the kingdom’s Morisco population was to come 
the following year, in 1570. 

3 Archivo Histórico de la Alhambra, legajo # 127-27. 
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meant maintaining the ability to feed, clothe, and provide shelter for their families.  In 

another sense, survival for Moriscos was the survival of their Arabic-Islamic culture 

and way of life by resisting conversion and assimilation.  Silk was a fundamental part of 

the strategies Moriscos used to survive in Granada in the sixteenth century.  Morisco 

families relied on silk for their basic everyday needs.  Silk was also a part of the 

Andalusi culture that Moriscos sought to preserve.  Women, as the kingdom's main silk 

producers, had a major role to play in the preservation of Granadan sericulture-- a 

process that took place in urban Morisco households and hillside farms all over the 

Kingdom of Granada. 

The story of silk in Granada reveals the ways that Moriscos cooperated with 

Spanish authorities to ensure their survival.  Silk gave the Moriscos an advantage in 

their negotiations with the Spanish over what the future of Granada would be.  Guzmán 

and el Guajany knew that the Spanish crown had an interest in allowing them to travel 

to the mountains for the harvest.  Their participation in the cultivation of silk gave 

them reason to expect the Spanish to consider their request for special reason to travel.  

The Spanish needed the tax revenue that the Morisco silk industry provided them.  The 

Moriscos and the skills that they alone possessed were essential to the Granadan 

economy, and this gave the Moriscos some leverage to use as the Spanish threatened 

every aspect of their way of life.  Ultimately, silk would not help the Moriscos to 

survive Spanish encroachment.  In 1570 the Spanish would decide that they would 

rather do without Morisco sericulture when they expelled the Moriscos from the 

Kingdom.  
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 Household silk production was a fundamental part of daily life in both urban 

and rural Granada before and after the Conquest of the Kingdom in 1491.  Silk defined 

Granada's place in Mediterranean trade networks, provided wealth for its people and 

its rulers, and dotted the mountainous landscape with mulberry trees.  Women's labor 

was essential to the silk industry.  Women harvested mulberry leaves, raised silkworms, 

spun silk, and assisted in the weaving, dying, and selling of silk.  When the Spanish 

conquered the kingdom in December 1491 and officially ended eight centuries of 

Islamic rule in the Iberian peninsula, life certainly changed for the Kingdom's Arabic-

speaking, Muslim population.  The Spanish kings forced the Muslims to convert to 

Christianity, restricted them to particular areas of the cities in order to make room for 

Christian immigrants, forbade the Arabic language and customs, and finally, in 1570, 

expelled Granada's Moriscos from the Kingdom.  But through the chaos and conflict, 

daily life continued much as it had before. 

 Granada has received much attention from historians, especially within the 

Spanish academy, in part because the decisions made there by the Spanish monarchy 

seemed to exemplify the dramatic transformations of the sixteenth century that would 

determine Spain's fateful rise as a world power and dramatic fall a few centuries later.  

The phases of conquest, intolerance, forced conversion, cultural oppression, 

Inquisition, and expulsion of the Muslims in Granada foreshadowed what would later 

happen in the rest of Iberia and in Spanish colonies in the New World, Africa, and Asia.  

The actions of the Spanish monarchy in Granada also seemed to confirm the supposed 

irrationality of Spanish political and economic decisions in Golden Age.  In Granada, 
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concerns about religious purity and the saving of souls from Islam seemed to take 

precedence over the political stability and economic prosperity of the Kingdom.  In a 

period when Spain was creating its national character, Granada has much to tell us 

about how Spain saw itself and its position in the Mediterranean and the world? 

 However significant these questions may be for Spanish nationalism and 

identity, they tell us very little about the experiences of Granada's Muslim population.  

Granada was the last stronghold of Islam in Christian Spain.  The Muslim Nasrid 

dynasty held on to their mountain kingdom as the Kings of Aragon to the north and 

east and the Kings of Castile to the north and west pushed all of the other Muslim 

rulers out of Spain.  Granada alone was responsible for maintaining all of the former 

glory of al-Andalus.  Refugees from the Reconquista flooded into the kingdom.  These 

were people with deep ties to the Iberian Peninsula and generations of experience in 

war with Christians.  The people of Granada had a strong sense of identity as Andalusis 

and as part of the Mediterranean and Arabic-speaking worlds.  The people of Granada 

were silk producers, and silk defined Granada's place in Mediterranean networks. 

 Historians of the Moriscos in Granada and elsewhere in Spain have focused on 

the religious conflicts between the conqueror and the converted.  Moriscos refused to 

accept Christianity, and the resulting religious tensions explained the continued 

struggle between New and Old Christians.  According to traditional Spanish 

historiography, the refusal of the Moriscos to conform to Catholic unity made conflict 

and even expulsion inevitable and necessary.  The great twentieth century nationalist 

historian Claudio Sanchez-Albornoz said: 
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Problems like that of the expulsion of the Jews, the inquisitorial persecutions, 
the Morisco diaspora, the exile of the Jesuits and in general all the cruelties 
which have stained our history and all histories, pose grave qualms of 
conscience for those of us who, at the same time, consider human freedom and 
dignity essential to the full life of men and nations. . . .  No matter how great the 
economic harm for Spain was due to that expulsion [of the Moriscos], those ills 
were overcome more or less quickly.  On the other hand, the nation avoided 
grave dangers, increased by sharp political, fiscal, economic and even national 
crises, that the Morisco majorities or minorities would have posed for our 
historical life and would continue to pose today for our future.4

 
   

More recently, historians have revised this interpretation, which dates all the way back 

to Luis de Marmol Carvajal's Historia de la rebelión y castigo de los moros (1600).5  

Historians have suggested that the decision to force the Moriscos to convert and later 

to expel them was a decision to reject the medieval ideals of convivencia in favor of 

exclusion and homogeneity in Spain.  This decision was neither inevitable nor 

necessary.6

 The question of why the Spanish made particular policy decisions ignores the 

experiences and choices of the Moriscos.  And all of the focus on religious tension 

ignores the complexity of Morisco identity and the multiple ways in which the Spanish 

conquest assaulted Morisco life.  Silk was an important part of that identity.  The 

relationship between the Spanish and the Moriscos was not as simple as mere religious 

rivalry.  Economic interests, political maneuvering, and survival all affected the ways 

   

                                                           
4 Claudio Sánchez Albornoz, Spain: A Historical Enigma, 2 vols. (Madrid: Fundación Universitaria Española, 
1975), 1244-1245.  See also Pierre Vilar, Historia De España, trans. Manuel Tuñón de Lara and Jesús Suso 
Soria (Barcelona: Crítica, 2004), 44-45. 

5 Luis del Mármol Carvajal, Rebelión Y Castigo De Los Moriscos (Málaga: Editorial Arguval, 1991), 30-31. 

6 Marie-Claude Gerbet, "La España De Los Reyes Católicos," in Las Españas Medievales, ed. Pierre Bonnassie, 
Pierre Guichard, and Marie-Claude Gerbet (Barcelona: Critica, 2008), 336. 
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that these two groups interacted with one another in the years after the Conquest.  Silk 

cannot be removed from this picture. 

 The Moriscos did not think of themselves as Moriscos.  Although the term 

morisco was used in the sixteenth century, Spanish Christians more commonly referred 

to Granada's Arabic-speaking population as cristianos nuevos convertidos de moro, new 

Christians converted from Islam.  The term moro, from the Latin maurus, was used by 

the Romans to refer to the people of North Africa.  In Spain and elsewhere in Europe 

moro continued to mean a North African, especially a Berber.  It could also refer to skin 

color, indicating dark skin.  But most commonly in the sixteenth century in Spain, moro 

was a purely religious designation that meant a Muslim.7

 Moriscos technically were not Muslims, at least according to the Catholic 

Church and the Spanish authorities, although many continued to believe in Islam and 

practice it (secretly or not-so-secretly).  They were not called moros because their 

conversion had stripped them of that designation.  Many would not have considered 

themselves to be Christians despite their official baptisms.  Others would not have 

thought of themselves as Muslims because they had decided to accept their new 

religion, perhaps for the benefits that entrance into Castilian society offered.  I use the 

term Morisco despite its many shortcomings because it is the only possibility that 

expresses the ambiguity of the Morisco's racial, religious, and cultural status.  What 

Moriscos did have in common, at least in the first generation after conquest, was that 

 

                                                           
7 On the etymology and history of the terms moro and Morisco see Leonard Patrick Harvey, Muslims in 
Spain, 1500-1614 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 2-6. 
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they spoke Arabic as their native language.  Before forced conversion, there were few 

Moriscos in Granada.  I refer to Granadans before the conversion as Granadans or 

Muslims.   

 In Chapter 1, I will look at the role of women in Granadan sericulture in both the 

Nasrid and Morisco periods.  Women's work was essential to the silk industry and the 

prosperity of the kingdom, but women most often worked in the lowest-status and 

worst-paid jobs in the industry.  They learned skills not as formal apprentices or 

students but at home from the other women in their families.  They worked at home at 

tasks that they could do alongside other household responsibilities.  In Chapter 2 I will 

look at a collection of inventories of the goods left behind in rural Morisco households 

as they fled for North Africa during the Second Alpujarras Rebellion.  The inventories 

reveal that rural households cultivated, spun, and wove silk textiles for home use and 

for sale in the silk markets of the kingdom.  Silk production and consumption were 

regular parts of the household economy.  In Chapter 3, I will look at the how the 

Spanish government regulated and changed silk production in the kingdom in the 

decades after the conquest.  Flexible Spanish attitudes towards taxation and the 

integration of Islamic law and customary precedents regarding silk production into 

Spanish legal codes closely followed Spanish medieval precedents for conquest and 

taxation.  However, the Spanish acted against the economic interests of the Kingdom 

and its silk industry when they overtaxed silk and finally, in 1570, deported most of the 

industry's skilled work force.   
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Historiography 

This study of the household silk industry in Granada in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries fills a significant void in the scholarship on silk and women’s work 

in Spain.  Manuel Garzon Pareja wrote La industria sedera en España: el arte de la seda de 

Granada (1972), a massive study of Granada's silk industry.  Garzon Pareja includes an 

incredible amount of information on silk production, taxation, and market 

organization in early modern Christian Granada and is an invaluable source for 

understanding the economic history of silk production in Granada after the conquest.  

But Garzon Pareja is not a historian of Islamic Spain, and the period before the 

conquest in 1491 concerns him only as a preface to what would happen after the 

Christians took charge.  He uses no Arabic documents.8  Francisco Bejarano's slim 

volume, La industria de la seda en Málaga durante el siglo XVI (1951), assumes that Christian 

silk workers took over the Morisco industry in Málaga almost immediately after the 

conquest.  His history, like Garzon Pareja's, focuses on the official history of guilds and 

taxes, and he completely ignores Morisco silk workers after the Conquest.9

                                                           
8 Manuel Garzon Pareja, La Industria Sedera En España: El Arte De La Seda De Granada (Granada: Archivo de la 
Real Chancillería, 1972). 

  More 

focused on Islamic Spain is Vincent Lagardère’s article “Mûrier et culture de la soie en 

Andalus au Moyen Âge (Xe-XIVe siècles)” (1990) which makes extensive use of Arabic 

sources to trace the development of silk cultivation in Islamic Spain.  However, 

9 Francisco Bejarano, La Industria De La Seda En Málaga Durante El Siglo Xvi, Historia Economica (Madrid: 
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1951). 
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Lagardère devotes only one brief paragraph to Nasrid and Morisco Granada.10

Interest in sixteenth-century Granada has increased among historians of Spain, 

but this recent wave of scholarship has largely neglected the silk industry and has paid 

little attention to the Moriscos.  Emblematic of recent scholarly trends are two recent 

works are Creating Christian Granada (2003) by David Coleman and From Muslim to 

Christian Granada (2007) by A. Katie Harris.  Both of these historians examined the 

transformations that occurred in the sixteenth century as Granada became a Christian 

city completely assimilated to the culture and administrative politics of Catholic Spain.  

But neither Coleman nor Harris dealt extensively with the Moriscos, focusing instead 

on the Castilian immigrants who created a new Christian city out of the remains of the 

Nasrid Kingdom.  The hatred and tension between the Moriscos and the Islamic past 

that they embodied were essential for the way that Spanish immigrants forged a new 

local identity, but they were not major players in the transformation of the city and 

became increasingly marginal as the city became more Christian and more Castilian.  

Both authors noted that Granada's Christian immigrants often worked in the silk 

industry.  They acknowledged the importance of silk to the city’s economy without 

  No single 

work seriously investigates silk production both before and after the Reconquista using 

both Arabic and Spanish sources and no work considers the role of Moriscos in 

Granadan silk production after the Conquest.  

                                                           
10 Vincent Lagardère, "Mûrier Et Culture De La Soie En Andalus Au Moyen Âge (Xe-Xive Siècles)," 
Mélanges de la Casa de Velázquez 26, no. i (1990). 
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discussing how economic change or the ultimately unsuccessful attempt by Christians 

to take over of the silk industry helped to create Christian Granada.11

Muslim and Morisco populations throughout Spain have also received more 

attention in recent scholarship, but historians have given little notice to household 

economics or women.  Silk, which was an important commodity among Muslims 

throughout Spain, has rarely been a part of that historiography.  A notable example is 

Leonard Patrick Harvey’s two part series, Islamic Spain 1250-1500 (1990) and Muslims in 

Spain, 1500 to 1614 (2005).  In contrast to Harris and Coleman, Harvey focused on the 

Muslims and Moriscos and he made extensive use of Arabic, Aljamiado, and Spanish 

texts written by the Muslims and Moriscos.  But Harvey did not discuss silk or any other 

type of economic production at all.

 

12  Mary Elizabeth Perry also turned her attention to 

Moriscos in The Handless Maiden (2005) and argued that Islamic culture found its most 

lasting expression in Morisco households and that women were important actors in 

resistance to Spanish culture.  Perry noted that women's work, especially sericulture, 

was essential to the household economy, but this idea was peripheral to her interest in 

other kinds of resistance and representation and she did not explore it further.13

                                                           
11 David Coleman, Creating Christian Granada: Society & Religious Culture in an Old-World Frontier City, 1492-1600 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), 26-27; A. Katie Harris, From Muslim to Christian Granada: Inventing a 
City's Past in Early Modern Spain (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 12-13. 

 

12 Leonard Patrick Harvey, Islamic Spain: 1250-1500 (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1990); Harvey, Muslims in Spain, 1500-1614. 

13 Mary Elizabeth Perry, The Handless Maiden : Moriscos and the Politics of Religion in Early Modern Spain, Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims from the Ancient to the Modern World (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 2005), 76. 
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Women's work and household manufacturing in Islamic or Christian Spain has 

received very little attention from scholars.  Garzon Pareja treats household production 

as relatively unimportant compared to larger-scale manufacturing workshops and 

issues of trade and taxation.  Garzon Pareja calls women’s work “an interesting aspect 

of the question,” but because eighteenth-century guild laws prohibited women from 

weaving silk unless they were the wives or daughters of a guild member, he assumes 

that women were marginal to silk weaving.14  A 1988 collection of essays examines 

women’s work in medieval Spain, but out of twenty different essays not one is 

interested in Islamic Spain or in Muslim communities in Christian Spain.15  Marta 

Vicente has considered early modern household manufacturing among Christian 

families in seventeenth-century Barcelona in her work on cotton manufacturing.16

                                                           
14 Bejarano; Garzon Pareja, 109-111. 

  

More directly relevant to fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Granada is Maya 

Shatzmiller’s Labour in the Medieval Islamic World (1994).  Shatzmiller is interested both 

in Spain and in women.  But Shatzmiller's wide approach to labor history provides only 

15 Cristina Segura Graiño and Angela Muñoz Fernández, eds., El Trabajo De Las Mujeres En La Edad Media 
Hispana (Madrid: Asociación Cultutal Al-Mudayna, 1988). 

16 Marta V. Vicente, "Images and Realities of Work: Women and Guilds in Early Modern Barcelona," in 
Spanish Women in the Golden Age: Images and Realities, ed. Magdalena S. Sanchez and Alain Saint-Saëns 
(Westport, CT and London: Greenwood Press, 1996); Marta V. Vicente, Clothing the Spanish Empire: Families 
and the Calico Trade in the Early Modern Atlantic World, The Americas in the Early Modern Atlantic World 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2006). 



12 
 

the broadest contextual outline with few details about any particular time, place, or 

industry.17

There is an extensive historiography on women's work in medieval and early 

modern Northern Europe.  This work has revealed some apparently universal features 

of women's work in preindustrial societies.  Women were generally poorly paid, their 

work was low status, and they often worked at home.  The written record often 

obscured the work of women because of laws that forbade women from being official 

members of guilds, from making contracts in their own names, and from owning 

property.

  

18

Methodology and Sources 

  This body of work suggests that women's work in Granada had much in 

common with women's work elsewhere.   

 For my project, in contrast to most previous work on Granada, I have used 

documents in both Arabic and Spanish.  The Spanish material is far more extensive 

than the Arabic material.  Al-Andalus was a highly literate society that produced an 

enormous number of all kinds of records, and the Nasrid Kingdom of Granada was no 

exception.  Tragically few of these are extant today.  The destruction of what Arabic 

                                                           
17 Maya Shatzmiller, Labour in the Medieval Islamic World, Islamic History and Civilization, V. 4 (Leiden and 
New York: E.J. Brill, 1994). 

18 For review of historiography, see Clare Crowston, "Women, Gender, and Guilds in Early Modern 
Europe: An Overview of Recent Research," International Review of Social History 53, no. SupplementS16 
(2008). 
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=2690388&fulltextType=RA
&fileId=S0020859008003593. Also, see Judith M. Bennett, Ale, Beer, and Brewsters in England: Women's Work in 
a Changing World, 1300-1600 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). and Natalie Zemon 
Davis, "Women in the Crafts in Sixteenth-Century Lyon," Feminist Studies 8, no. 1 (1982). 
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writing there was in Granada along with sixteenth-century legislation prohibiting 

Moriscos from using their native language limited the Moriscos' ability to record their 

experiences themselves.  However, there are a few exceptions and I have used Arabic 

and Morisco sources whenever possible.  

 The Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros destroyed most Arabic books and 

legal documents in the libraries and homes of Muslim Granadans at the turn of the 

sixteenth century.  However, the Spanish authorities had an interest in preserving 

records that were of potential use to them for administrative purposes and they saved 

hundreds of notarial records related to the ownership of land.19

Morisco emigrants took other documents from the Nasrid period from Granada 

to North Africa and many of these were collected and preserved in the libraries of 

North Africa.  In 1485, the North African jurist Ahmad al-Wansharisi began compiling 

Mālikī fatwās (judicial opinions) from the libraries and archives of Fez into an extensive 

collection.

  

20

                                                           
19 The largest collection of these was published by Luis Seco de Lucena Paredes, ed., Documentos Arábigo-
Granadinos: Edición Crítica Del Texto Árabe Y Traducción Al Español Con Introducción, Notas, Glosarios E Índices 
(Madrid: Imprenta del Instituto de Estudios Islámicos, 1961), 161.  The documents are available only in 
Spanish are unpublished in their original Arabic.  An additional selection of Arabic documents is 
published in Amalia Zomeño, "Repertorio Documental Arabigo-Granadino: Los Documentos Árabes De La 
Biblioteca De La Universidad De Granada," Qurtuba 6 (2001). 

  Al-Wansharisi's collection is called the Miʿyār al-muʿrib wa al-jāmiʿ al-

mughrib ʿan fatāwī ʿulamāʾ Ifrīqiya wa al-Andalus wa al-Maghrib, (The Clear Measure and the 

20 For more on al-Wansharisi see David Stephan Powers, Law, Society, and Culture in the Maghrib, 1300-1500, 
Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 4-7.; 
and Vincent Lagardère, "Al- Wansharisi, Abu Al-Abbas B. Yahya B. Muhammad B. 'Abd Al-Wahid B. 'Ali 
(834-914/1431-1508)," in Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. Th. Bianquis  P. Bearman , C.E. Bosworth , E. van 
Donzel and W.P. Heinrichs (Leiden: Brill). 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=islam_COM-133. 
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Extraordinary Collection of the Judicial Opinions of the Scholars of Ifriqiya, al-Andalus, and the 

Maghrib).21  The Miʿyār included fatwās from over five hundred years of legal practice 

from the Western Islamic world, including several from fifteenth-century Nasrid 

Granada.  Fatwās are a valuable source for legal and social history.  However, like laws, 

fatwās are prescriptive and must be used with care.  Fatwās reflect what jurists thought 

people should do rather than what people actually did.  However, fatwās are valuable 

for what they tell us about the concerns of people and jurists and the questions they 

had about legal issues related to women's work and the production of silk.22

                                                           
21 Ifriqiya generally includes modern Libya, Tunisia, and eastern Algeria.  The Maghrib here refers to 
Morocco and Western Algeria.  Ahmad ibn Yahya Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib 
`an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-Maghrib, ed. Muhammad Hajji, vol. 5 (Al-Rabat: Wizarat al-
Awqaf wa-al-Shuun al-Islamiyah lil-Mamlakah al-Maghribiyah, 1981).  See also Powers. Selections 
translated in Ahmad ibn Yahya Wansharīsī, Histoire Et Société En Occident Musulman Au Moyen Age : Analyse 
Du Mi`Yar D'al-Wansarisi, ed. Vincent Lagardère, Collection De La Casa De Velázquez, 53 (Madrid: Casa de 
Velázquez, 1995). 

 

 Andalusian immigrants to North Africa also brought with them a rich tradition 

of poetry, stories, and history from their Iberian homelands.  Some of this tradition was 

recorded by the historian Ahmad Ibn Muhammad al-Maqqari (c.1577-1632), born in 

Tlemcen in what is now Algeria.  Al-Maqqari wrote two literary works related to the 

history of al-Andalus and the experience of the Morisco exiles: Nafh al-tib min ghusn al-

Andalus al-ratib wa-dhikr waziriha Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib (The Breath of Perfume from the 

Branch of Al-Andalus the Green and Memorials of its Vizier Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib), written 

22On fatwās as sources for legal and social history see introduction to Judith E. Tucker, In the House of the 
Law: Gender and Islamic Law in Ottoman Syria and Palestine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998). 
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in 1629, and Azhar al-riyad fi akhbar ʿIyad (Flowers of the Garden of the Stories of ʿ Iyad), which 

was likely completed earlier.23

The relative shortage of written records in Arabic for Nasrid and Morisco 

periods contrasts dramatically with the hundreds of thousands of written documents 

extant in Spanish archives for the sixteenth century.  Spanish historians have 

enthusiastically published many of these documents as interest in the Conquest of 

Granada ensured a market for documentary collections.  Rafael Marín López published 

an extensive collection of Spanish legislation related to the silk industry in Granada 

from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries.

   

24

Also useful is the collection of inventories from Morisco households published 

by Juan Martínez Ruiz in Inventarios de bienes Moriscos del Reino de Granada (Siglo XVI): 

Lingüística y civilización.  Martinez Ruiz’s book is a study in the history of the Spanish 

language, and he is interested in the Arabic lexicon of the inventories.  The collection 

of published inventories includes copies of sixty-eight documents from the Archivo de 

la Alhambra in Granada.  Most of the documents are inventories of the goods found in 

 

                                                           
23 Evariste Lévi-Provençal and C. Pellat, "Al- Makkari , Shihab Al-Din Abu 'L-ʿabbas Ahmad B. Muhammad 
B. Ahmad B. Yahya Al-Tilimsani Al-Fasi Al-Maliki," Encyclopaedia of Islam.  Both works have been 
published in Arabic.  Nafh al-Tib was translated into English, but the translation is incomplete and highly 
edited.  Ahmad Ibn Muhammad al-Maqqari, The History of the Mohammedan Dynasties in Spain: Extracted 
from the Nafhu-T-Tíb Min Ghosni-L-Andalusi-R-Rattíb Wa Táríkh Lisánu-D-Dín Ibni-L-Khattíb, ed. Pascual de 
Gayangos, trans. Pascual de Gayangos, 2 vols. (London: Printed for the Oriental translation fund of Great 
Britain and Ireland, sold by W. H. Allen and co., 1843). and Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Maqqari, Nafh Al-Tib 
Min Ghusn Al-Andalus Al-Ratib, ed. Ihsan Abbas, 8 vols., vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968); Ah ̣ mad ibn 
Muh ̣ ammad al-Maqqarī, Azhā R Al-Riyā Ḍ Fī AkhbāR 'Iyā Ḍ, vol. 1 (Rabat: S ̣ unduq Iḥyā' al-Turā th al-Isla ̄ mī, 
1978). 

24 Rafael Marín López, Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada, Siglos Xv-Xviii (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 2008). 
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Morisco households to be confiscated by the Spanish government because their owners 

had fled Spain.  The dates of the documents range from 1549 until 1568, although the 

majority correspond with the violence of the 1560s.  Martínez Ruiz chose to include 

those inventories “rich in words referring to clothing, textiles, dowries, jewels, 

domestic utensils, tools, artisanry, special industries, cultivation, land distribution, 

place names . . . .”25

In addition to a variety of published sources, I consulted unpublished 

manuscripts at the Archivo Histórico de la Alhambra (AHA) and the Archivo Histórico 

de Protocolos (AHP) at the Ilustre Colegio Notarial in Granada.  The notarial archives 

allowed for a close examination of the everyday economic activities of the city of 

Granada’s Morisco population.  The administrative and court records at the Archivo de 

la Alhambra provided a wider view of the issues that concerned royal officials from 

across the entire kingdom.   

  Although undoubtedly many relevant documents were left out of 

Martínez Ruiz’s collection, his focus on documents with a rich vocabulary of technical, 

agricultural, and industrial terms provides a rich source for information on silk 

production in Morisco homes.  The Moriscos who were able to leave Granada for North 

Africa were likely relatively well-off as the journey was expensive.  Therefore, these 

inventories most likely do not represent the goods of the poorest of Morisco 

households. 

                                                           
25  “ricos en palabras referentes al vestido, tejidos, ajuar, joyas, utensilos domesticos, aperos, artesanía, 
industrias especiales, cultivos, parcelación de tierras, toponomía . . .” Juan Martínez Ruiz, Inventarios De 
Bienes Moriscos Del Reino De Granada (Siglo Xvi): Lingüística Y Civilización, Biblioteca De Dialectología Y 
Tradiciones Populares, 8 (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1972). 
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Using these records, it is possible to piece together how Moriscos produced silk 

in their homes in both the late Nasrid period and the first seventy years of Christian 

control.  Most of the documents are in Spanish and from the point of view of the 

conquerors.  Even the fifteenth-century Arabic notarial records were chosen by the 

Spanish administration for their usefulness in dividing up Morisco land.  None of the 

records directly recorded the voices of Morisco women.  In the written record, women 

expressed their concerns through the voice of a male notary, householder, or legal 

official.26

Kingdom of Silk 

  Despite these obstacles it is possible to determine how Moriscos produced 

silk by reading against the grain for indications of the presence of women and 

household production in notarial and official documents. 

In this city and its kingdom, so much silk is cultivated and harvested that the 
king is paid fifty thousand ducats in royalties from it.  The silk trade is so 
extensive in this city that nearly all of the common people make their living in 
silk (vive por la seda).  Ordinarily there are in this city one thousand weavers’ 
shops, where all kinds of silks are woven and created.  There are more than 
three hundred spinning wheels for gathering silk.27

 

 

                                                           
26 Judith Bennett has shown that it is possible, through careful analysis of notarial practice, to determine 
when men were acting as representatives of their households, indicating that women were doing the 
work.  Bennett, 163-166.  

27  Críase en esta ciudad y lábrase tanta seda en ella y en su reino que se pagan al rey de sus derechos 
cincuenta mil ducados.  Es tanto el trato de la seda que en esta ciudad hay, que casi toda la gente común 
della vive por la seda.  Hay en esta ciudad ordinariamente mil telares y más, donde se tejen y labran todas 
maneras y suertes de sedas.  Hay más de trescientos tornos donde la seda se coge.  Es cosa de ver que un 
hombre con un torno que trae hace andar apriesa juntamente más de quinientos husos de hierro y que, a 
un solo movimiento que el torno trae unos cogen seda y otros descogen.  Pedro de Medina, Libro De 
Grandezas Y Cosas Memorables De España. Libro De La Verdad, ed. Angel González Palencia, Clásicos Españoles, 
1 (Madrid: [Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas], 1944), 191. 
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 When Pedro de Medina traveled to Granada in 1548 and wrote this description 

of the city, Granada was a kingdom of silk.  De Medina described an entire city engaged 

in the production of silk cloth—a city with thousands of weavers and spinners.  Nearly 

everyone, Muslim and Christian, had a hand in some part of the lengthy process of 

turning tiny silk worms into colorful Granadan silk.  Contemporary travelers, 

historians, and observers writing about Granada’s history and people in the century 

after the kingdom’s conquest by Spain frequently commented on the importance of silk 

production in the mountainous region of southeastern Andalusia.  Representatives of 

the Kingdom at the Court of Philip II in 1575 reminded the King:  "Your Majesty knows, 

as is well-known, that the most important business that has sustained this city and its 

kingdom is silk . . . ."28

 Silk cultivation began almost seven thousand years ago in China.  Wealthy 

Greeks and Romans imported silk threads and finished cloth through the Silk Road 

reaching China through Persia.  Archaeologists have found Chinese silk fragments in 

Greece and Etruscan Italy dating from the fifth century BC. 

 

29

                                                           
28"Vuestra Magestad sabe, y es cosa notoria, que el más principal trato y grangería con que esta ciudad y su Reino se 
han sustentado a sido el de la seda." K. Garrad, "La Industría Sedera Granadina En El Siglo Xvi Y En Conexión 
Con El Levantamiento De Las Alpujarras (1568-1571)," Miscelanea de Estudios Árabes y Hebraicos 5 (1956): 75. 

  Roman writers reveal 

both familiarity with silk textiles and continued confusion about the origins of the 

extraordinarily strong and soft fibers.  Silk came from the “Land of the Seres,” which 

was variously placed in Ethiopia, on the Red Sea, above “Sinae,” or in the desert beyond 

29 Mary Schoeser, Silk (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 22. 
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the land of the Scythians.30  According to Virgil, the Seres people combed silk from the 

leaves of Ethiopian trees.31

Silk production had become less mysterious to Westerners by the start of the 

Middle Ages.  According to a legend recorded by Procopius of Caesarea (c.505- 565) and 

Theophanes of Byzantium (fl. late 6th century), in 553 two Nestorian monks from 

Central Asia smuggled the secret of sericulture into the city of Constantinople.

  

32  

Constantinople quickly became a center of silk production and export, while merchants 

continued to import various types of high-quality luxury silks from China, India and 

Persia via the Silk Roads.  After the Islamic conquests in the seventh and eighth 

centuries, silk production increased throughout the Islamic Empire and silk textiles 

became readily available across the Mediterranean.33

An Arab writer mentioned the presence of mulberry trees in al-Andalus by 740, 

just three decades after the conquest of the Peninsula in 711.

   

34  References to silk in 

Andalusi documents were frequent enough by the ninth century to indicate that silk 

production had become commonplace.35

                                                           
30 E. Jane Burns, Sea of Silk: A Textile Geography of Women's Work in Medieval French Literature (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 7-9. 

  By the tenth century, Almería (Arabic al-

31 Virgil, "The Georgics," Book 2. 

32 David Jacoby, "Silk Economics and Cross-Cultural Artistic Interaction: Byzantium, the Muslim World, 
and the Christian West," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004): 198; Schoeser, 26. 

33 Schoeser, 27-28. 

34 Jacoby: 199. 

35 Schoeser, 28. 
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Mariyya) had become the major port city of al-Andalus and had grown wealthy from the 

profits of Mediterranean shipping and silk manufacture.  In the eleventh century the 

Cairo Geniza recorded a steady trade in silk between Alexandria and Almería.  Jewish 

traders dominated the trade network that linked Almería with Alexandria, Sicily, and 

al-Mahdiyya in the Maghreb.36  According to Abu ʿAbd Allah Muhammad al-Idrisi (b. 

1100), the author of one of the best known medieval books of geography in Arabic,  

there were eight hundred workshops (ṭirāz) in Almería devoted to the production of 

highly-decorated finished cloth of the highest quality, and Almería's ports were busy 

with ships from all over the Mediterranean.37  Al-Zuhri, the author of the twelfth-

century Book of Geography (Kitāb al-Jughrāfiya), described Andalusi silk in the markets of 

Ethiopia and Ghana.38  Granada's greatest litterateur, Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib (d. 1375) 

proudly extolled the quality of the silk produced in his hometown: “this silk has no 

equal in the silk produced in Iraq, which is less fine, less smooth, and less strong.”39

Silk production continued in Granada (Arabic Gharnata) during the Nasrid 

period (1212-1492), but by the fifteenth century Genoese merchants dominated 

Granada’s silk exporting, and they shipping raw Granadan silk to Genoese silk 

  

                                                           
36 Olivia Remie Constable, Trade and Traders in Muslim Spain: The Commercial Realignment of the Iberian 
Peninsula, 900-1500, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, 4th Ser., 24 (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 18-19. 

37 Ibid., 174. Abu 'Abd Allah Muhammad al-Idrisi, Kitab Nuzhat Al-Mushtaq Fi Ikhtiraq Al-Afaq, 2 vols., vol. 2 
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Thaqafah al-Diniyah, 1990), 562. 

38 Al-Zuhri, "Kitab Al-Jughrafiya," in Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West African History, ed. N. Levtzion 
and J.F.P. Hopkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).  The rest of al-Zuhrī's name is not 
known, and we do not know exactly when he lived or wrote. 

39 Rachel Arié, L'espagne Musulmane Au Temps Des Nasrides (1232-1492) (Paris: É. de Boccard, 1973), 355. 
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workshops.40  Granadan silk was known in Italy as spagnola or moresche.41 Granadans also 

exported some silk to Castile.  In 1333, the Nasrid Sultan Muhammad IV presented the 

Castilian King Alfonso XI with silk and gold textiles.42  One of the many extant Nasrid 

silks is decorated with the coat of arms of Castile and León (Fig. 1), indicating that it 

was given or sold to the Castilian Monarchy.  By the fifteenth century the importance 

of Granadan silk textiles as a commodity for export had decreased and Granada’s 

economy increasingly relied on the export of raw materials on Genoese trading ships.43

In the fifteenth century, the Kingdom of Granada included the major port cities 

of Málaga and Almería.  Granada was the capital and largest city in the Nasrid Kingdom.  

The Sierra Nevada Mountains stretched east from Granada to Almería and the 

Mediterranean Coast.  The Sierra Nevada Mountains included the Alpujarras

  

By the time the Christians marched through the gates of the Alhambra in January 1492, 

the eight hundred silk shops described by al-Idrisi were already long gone.  Almería, 

Málaga (Arabic Malaqa), and Granada had lost their status as major Mediterranean 

centers of silk weaving and shipping, even as silk continued to be essential to the local 

economy and daily life. 

44

                                                           
40 Constable, 224. 

 

mountain range.  The mountainous geography of Granada helped to keep the Spanish 

41 Arié, 362. 

42 Ibid., 470-471. 

43 Constable, 224. 

44 Old Spanish Alpuxarras, Arabic al-Basharat 
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military at bay for several centuries after the Spanish had taken over the rest of the 

Peninsula, and the mountains would continue to provide the ideal topography for 

launching the two Alpujarras Revolts in 1499-1501 and 1568-1569. 

The Sierra Nevada also provided the ideal environment for growing mulberry 

trees, the required diet of silkworms.45  Rural workers of the Alpujarras Mountains, 

usually women, collected the leaves of mulberry trees and fed the leaves to silkworms 

kept in specially-designed boxes in rural households.  When the silkworms reached 

maturity, household workers extracted the silk fibers from the cocoons and spun the 

filaments into thread.46  Traders then bought the silk thread and brought it to Granada, 

Almería, or Málaga twice per year.  Merchants sold silk thread and finished silk textiles 

in the qaysariyyah (Spanish alcaicería)47 or silk market that was in each of the Kingdom's 

three major cities.48

                                                           
45 Constable, 173. 

  Some of that silk was then exported from the ports of Almería and 

Málaga by Genoese, Valencian, or Arab merchants.  Luxury Granadan silks were known 

for their bright colors, especially deep red tones, and their geometric, floral, and 

calligraphic patterns (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). 

46 Arié, 355. 

47 In the Kingdom of Granada the alcaicería was always the silk market, although elsewhere in the Islamic 
world it indicates a covered market more generally.  Neither word is used in modern Spanish except as 
place names (for example, the neighborhood of Granada that used to be the silk market is still known as 
the Alcaiceria, but without the meaning of a place where silk is sold) 

48Anonymous, Le Calendrier De Cordoue, ed. Reinhart Pieter Anne Dozy (Leiden: Brill, 1961), 91, 133.   
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Figure 1: Nasrid silk, 15th century.  Fragment of an imperial robe depicting the royal 
crest of Castile. Cleveland Museum of Art 

 

Figure 2: Nasrid silk, 15th century.  Possibly a curtain from the Alhambra Palace.  
Cleveland Museum of Art 

The city of Granada was one of the largest in Iberia in 1492 with about 50,000 

residents.49

                                                           
49 Coleman, 15. and Harris, 9. 

  Granada was a kingdom of mostly Arabic-speaking Muslims.  The sultans of 

the Nasrid dynasty ruled the Kingdom, the sole remaining region ruled by Muslims in 
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the formerly splendid al-Andalus, until the capture of the Alhambra palace by the 

Spanish army in 1492.  The deposed Sultan, Abu ʿAbd Allah Muhammad XII (also known 

as Boabdil, a Spanish corruption of ʿAbd Allah), had agreed to a surrender treaty (the 

Capitulaciones) with the Catholic Monarchs in the last months of 1491.  In the treaty, the 

Spanish guaranteed that they would allow the Muslims of Granada to continue to 

practice their religion and that they would limit Christian immigration and 

administrative changes.   

But it became clear soon after the treaty was signed that the relationship 

between the Spanish monarchy and their conquered Muslim subjects would not be so 

peaceful.  Granadans continued to resist Spanish control of the Kingdom, and in 1499 

the Monarchs sent the infamous Cardinal Jiménez de Cisneros50

                                                           
50 Cardinal Cisneros was enormously powerful in the Spanish church and in the royal government.  He 
was Queen Isabel's confessor and close friend.  He would later become Grand Inquisitor, lead a crusade 
against the Muslims of Oran (in what is now Algeria) and act as regent for a young Charles V.  For his role 
in the conversion of the Muslims of Granada, see Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997), 214-215.  See also Erika Rummel, Jiménez De 
Cisneros: On the Threshold of Spain's Golden Age (Tempe, Ariz.: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies, 1999). 

 to solidify Spanish rule.  

Efforts to convert the Muslims to Christianity had begun immediately after the 

Conquest-- saving souls was an important part of the justification for war.  The 

Archbishop Hernando de Talavera led the early missionaries in Granada.  Talavera 

opposed forced conversion and believed that teaching the Muslims about Christianity 

would convince them of the truth of Catholic doctrine.  Talavera even learned Arabic.  

But the arrival of Cisneros meant a new direction in Spanish conversion efforts.  His 

early efforts to coerce conversion included locking Muslims in a room for up to twenty 
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days and forcing them to listen to Christian sermons until they submitted to baptism.  

Rebellion ensued as rumors of Cisneros's tactics spread.  Isabel and Ferdinand saw the 

rebellion as a violation of the treaty, and used it as justification to rescind their 

agreement to protect the Muslims from forced conversion.51

 Al-Maqqari described the experience of the Muslims of Granada as their 

descendents generations later remembered it from exile in North Africa: 

  

Not many years elapsed before the Christians violated the treaty entered into 
with the Moslems, and began to infringe one by one the settled stipulations.  
Things even went so far that in the year 904 (beginning August 18, A.D. 1498), 
they set about forcing the Moslems to embrace the Christian religion under 
various pretences . . . . When these proceedings became public, the people of the 
Albaicín52 rose up in arms and slew their magistrates; but this was also made an 
excuse for more rigorous measures, for, soon after, the poor Moslems were told, 
“the king has promulgated a law by which anyone who revolts against his 
magistrates is condemned to death, unless he immediately becomes a Christian; 
so you must either die or convert to Christianity.”53

 
 

The Monarchs offered the rebels amnesty if they agreed to convert, and in 1500 

the Muslims of Granada were baptized Catholics in mass conversion ceremonies.  

Muslims all over Granada resisted conversion, but their efforts everywhere failed.54

                                                           
51 Peggy K. Liss, Isabel the Queen (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 329-330. 

  

Catholic priests baptized thousands of Muslims and gave them new Spanish names.  

52 The Albaicín (Albaycín, Arabic al-Bāyazīn) was the hill-top neighborhood in Granada that housed a 
large portion of the city's Muslim population in the sixteenth century and remained mostly unchanged 
by Christian immigrants during the Morisco period.   

53 English translation in al-Maqqari, The History of the Mohammedan Dynasties in Spain: Extracted from the 
Nafhu-T-Tíb Min Ghosni-L-Andalusi-R-Rattíb Wa Táríkh Lisánu-D-Dín Ibni-L-Khattíb.  Original in Ahmad ibn 
Muhammad Maqqari, Nafh Al-Tayb Min Ghusn Al-Andalus Al-Ratib, vol. 6 (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Arabi, 
1949), 279. 

54 Antonio Dominguez Ortiz and Bernard Vincent, Historia De Los Moriscos: Vida Y Tragedia De Una Minoría 
(Madrid: Biblioteca de la Revista del Occidente, 1978), 19; Liss, 331-332. 
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Spanish authorities converted the kingdom’s great mosques to churches with names 

like San Juan de los Reyes and San Nicolás.  They added bells to the tops of the towering 

minarets and tore down the spacious, columned patios used for gathering in prayer.  

The author of an anonymous Arabic qaṣīda55 lamented: “Oh those mosques that have 

been walled in and converted to dungheaps of the unbeliever after they enjoyed pure 

ritual/ Oh those minarets in which the toll of the bells substitutes the shahāda.”56

Soon after these forced conversions, the Spanish decided that Arabic language 

and culture was a barrier to the true conversion of the Moriscos.  The Spanish reasoned 

that it would be impossible to enforce true Christian belief among the people of 

Granada without assimilating them to Spanish Christian culture.  With the goal of 

eliminating crypto-Islamic belief and practice, the Spanish authorities outlawed 

Morisco dress in 1508

 While 

some Moriscos became sincere and practicing Christians, it is not surprising that many 

continued to practice Islam secretly in their homes and communities, despite the 

threat of prosecution by the Royal Inquisition. 

57 and prohibited all Arabic writing in 1511.58

                                                           
55 A qaṣīda is a classical Arabic poetic form. 

  In 1567, the Morisco 

Don Francisco Núñez Muley sent an eloquent but unsuccessful plea to the Audiencia of 

Granada.  In his letter, Núñez Muley argued for the separation of the use of the Arabic 

56 al-Maqqarī, 112.  Translated into Spanish in Mercedes García Arenal, Los Moriscos, Archivum (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 1996). 

57 Julio Caro Baroja, Los Moriscos Del Reino De Granada: Ensayo De Historia Social (Madrid: Instituto de Estudios 
Políticos, 1957), 58. 

58 Dominguez Ortiz and Vincent, 21. 
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language and Morisco clothing and other cultural traditions from Islamic belief and 

practice.  How could Arabic-speaking Morisco merchants, for example, write out their 

receipts if Arabic was forbidden?  The prohibition of Arabic culture and language had 

negatively affected the prosperity of the kingdom’s Moriscos.59

By 1561, when the first royal census was taken, the city of Granada’s population 

had declined only slightly to about 45,000 people (from 50,000 just before the 

conquest), but only one-third of the city's residents were Moriscos.  Many Moriscos had 

fled for North Africa to escape conversion, and Christian immigrants from Castile 

moved into the city in great numbers.  Following the expulsion of the Moriscos in 1569-

1570 which came in the wake of the second Morisco revolt of 1568, almost no Moriscos 

remained in the kingdom of Granada.

  

60  Granada was an entirely different place in 1570 

than it had been in 1491.  Granada's Muslim, Arabic-speaking population had left 

behind only a trace in the Christian, Castilian Kingdom.61

                                                           
59 Reprinted in García Arenal, 47-56. 

  

60 Coleman, 15. 

61 Money, status, and intermarriage with Christians provided protection from expulsion for some 
Moriscos.  There is no doubt that at least some Moriscos stayed in Granada after the 1570 expulsion and 
in Iberia after the 1614 expulsion from Castile and Aragon, there is no way to know exactly how many.  
Some successfully hid their Morisco identities from officials (or bribed officials if they had the means).  
Others had intermarried with Old Christian families.  Still other Moriscos converted to Christianity and 
were absorbed into the Christian elite.  Most prominently among this last group was the Venegas family, 
a branch of the Nasrid royal family, who remained important in local Granadan politics into the 
seventeenth century.  For more about the Venegas family, see James Casey, Family and Community in Early 
Modern Spain : The Citizens of Granada, 1570 - 1739 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), 59. and 
Coleman, 42.  However, these Moriscos were the most Hispanicized Granadans and did not maintain 
Arabic culture, Islam, or a Morisco identity for more than a few generations at most. 
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Chapter 1: Granadan Women and Silk Production 

 

Granadan women, like women throughout Europe and the Islamic world, 

worked at a variety of jobs inside and outside of their homes.  Between 1400 and 1570, 

women's work in Granada changed very little despite the enormous political and 

culture shifts taking place in the kingdom.  Even when the Moriscos were forced out of 

the Kingdom of Granada in 1570, Granadan women took their silk work with them to 

Castile and Valencia and eventually to North Africa.  Although women participated in 

every stage of silk production, they most often worked in the lowest-paid and lowest-

status tasks.  Women continued to dominate silkworm cultivation and silk spinning-- 

tasks that involved working with raw materials with very little profit margin.  

Silkworm cultivation and spinning were also mostly unregulated.  These tasks were 

informal, meaning that much of women's work was not directly taxed or controlled by 

guilds or state officials. 

Silk and silk work has long been associated with women.  In ancient Europe and 

the Middle East, textile work was the domain of women.62  In ancient Chinese lore, only 

women were privy to the secrets of silk production.  It was a woman, the legendary Silk 

Princess, who smuggled the secret of sericulture out of China to the West.63

                                                           
62 E. J. W. Barber, Women's Work : The First 20,000 Years : Women, Cloth, and Society in Early Times (New York: 
Norton, 1994). 

  Early 

63 Burns, 15-16.  See also Luce Boulnois, The Silk Road: Monks, Warriors and Merchants on the Silk Road, trans. 
Helen Loveday (New York: W. W. Norton, 2004), 179-183. 
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Islamic tradition allowed only women to wear silk.64  Byzantine state-run silk factories 

employed mostly women.65  E. Jane Burns has shown that in medieval French romance, 

women (and especially Eastern or Muslim women) frequently appeared as silk workers.  

In literature, women's skill at working silk marked them as feminine and linked them 

to a Mediterranean sphere where silk production and trade linked the West to the 

Islamic and Greek worlds.66  In the thirteenth century, women ran Paris's small silk 

industry.67

In the context of the seemingly universal link between women and silk 

production and consumption in the pre-modern world, Granada was unexceptional.  

Women in Granada, like women elsewhere in the pre-modern Mediterranean world, 

made silk.  Like the mythical Chinese Silk Princess, they were the keepers of the secrets 

of sericulture.  Silk is a window into the daily lives of women.  Granada was not unique 

because women worked there, or because they worked in silk.  But through the lens of 

silk production, it is possible to see how women and their work affected the economy 

and the culture of the worlds around them.  It tells us something about the ways that 

women adapted to change. 

 

                                                           
64 H.J. Schmidt, N. Steensgaard, and A.K. Gharaibeh, "Harir," Encyclopaedia of Islam. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=islam_COM-0268 [accessed 09 
June 2009]. 

65 Ibid. 

66 Burns. 

67 Ibid., 3. 
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Although historians have shown that silk was commonly women's work, the 

implications of this for the markets of the Mediterranean, household economies, and 

the place of women in society have not yet been discovered.  This is particularly true 

for the Islamic world, where textiles were fundamental to the economy of nearly every 

major urban center.  There is much that we do not know about the ways that women 

shaped the social and economic conditions of the cities they lived in.   

The placement of women's work within textile manufacturing is only one way 

that the experiences of Granadan women seem remarkably similar to the experiences 

of working women elsewhere.  Although little work has been done on women's work in 

the Islamic world, historians have discovered much about women's work in medieval 

and early modern Europe.  In her work on female brewsters in medieval England, Judith 

Bennett showed that despite enormous shifts in the English economy and culture 

between 1300 and 1600, women's work remained low status, low skilled, and poorly 

paid.  As brewing became more profitable after the Black Death, women were pushed 

out of the industry and brewing eventually came to be dominated by men.68

                                                           
68 Bennett. 

  The 

similarities between the English brewsters and the Granadan silk workers are striking.  

Although the culture and economy of Granada changed significantly when the kingdom 

was incorporated into Castile, Granadan women continued to work as they had for 

generations.  Despite the wealth of the silk industry, women's work was largely 

confined to the least profitable tasks. 
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While the actual conditions of women’s work changed little after the conquest 

of Granada in 1492, the representation of women’s work in the documents changed 

significantly.  Historians of women’s labor in medieval and early modern Europe have 

shown that the written record obscured the extent and nature of women’s work 

because women usually worked within household industries and were excluded from 

the legal rights of guild membership and property ownership.69

For many families silk was a primary source of income.  For other families, silk 

was but one economic activity pursued alongside other productive endeavors.  Often a 

husband or father had another profession, possibly outside of the home, while his 

family cultivated and produced silk and other textiles at home for additional income.  

Families involved in the harvesting of mulberry leaves, the cultivation of silkworms, 

and the spinning of raw silk were especially likely to engage in the production of other 

agricultural products and produced silk alongside other linen or wool textiles for sale 

and for personal use. 

  Evidence from the 

Kingdom of Granada in the Christian period supports the conclusions of historians of 

women’s work in early modern Europe.  Women's work was so essential to the 

economy of the Kingdom that there was fear that the economy would collapse without 

their labor, but women's work was also part of a household economy that men officially 

controlled and managed.  

                                                           
69 For example, see Davis.; and Vicente, "Images and Realities of Work: Women and Guilds in Early 
Modern Barcelona." 
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 The cultivation of silkworms and the spinning of silk was women’s work during 

both the Nasrid and Castilian periods.  Women also owned mulberry trees, earned 

wages for their work cultivating silk, acted as brokers for other male and female silk 

workers, and sold silk in the markets.  However, because both custom and regulation 

kept women’s work in the home or only discreetly outside of it, the law typically 

considered these women workers as part of a family unit rather than as individuals.  

While this was true in both Islamic and Christian Granada, women of the Nasrid period 

regularly appear in notarial and legal documents of the fifteenth century.  Although 

women in both periods typically worked at home, women in the Nasrid period 

frequently appeared in documents buying and selling property or bringing a case to a 

muftī in their own names.  In contrast, notaries and other officials of the Christian 

period typically registered women’s contracts, sales and tax receipts, and debts under 

the names of male relatives.70

                                                           
70 For a discussion on the difficulties of finding evidence of women’s work in guild records, see Vicente, 
"Images and Realities of Work: Women and Guilds in Early Modern Barcelona," 127-128. 

  There is not enough evidence from the Nasrid period in 

particular to show unequivocally whether women were more likely to participate in 

the higher-status jobs associated with silk production, like weaving, dying, and selling 

finished silk, before the conquest.  However, the small number of examples that we 

have suggest that this may have been the case. 
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Figure 3: "Donzella di Granata."  Sixteenth-century Venetian imagining of a Morisca 
woman spinning silk.  From  Vecellio, Cesare. Costumes Anciens Et Modernes. Paris: 

Didot, 1860, 274. 
 
 The 1589 Venetian costume book with engravings by Cesare Vecellio depicted a 

Morisca woman naked from the waist up holding a spindle wrapped with silk thread.  

The description says that Morisco women were "always spinning" because of their 

extreme poverty.  The image is obviously an exoticised and unrealistic depiction of a 

Morisca woman, but it nonetheless reinforces the well-known association of the silk 

industry with Granada and spinning with Morisca women (Fig. 3).71

                                                           
71 "et perche sono povere se ne vanno a quel modo filando."  Cesare Vecellio, Costumes Anciens Et Modernes 
(Paris: Didot, 1860), 274-275. 
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 Women participated in silk production at all levels, from picking mulberry 

leaves to weaving and selling high-end silk luxury goods in Granada’s alcaicería.72

Female Silk Production in the Nasrid Period: 1400-1492 

  But 

women were most dominant in the rural phase of silk production where they 

specialized in cultivating silkworms and spinning silk thread.  These activities were 

crucial for silk production and required a high degree of skill and technical knowledge.  

However, they were the least prestigious tasks out of the many required to produce a 

finished silk cloth.  These women came from poor, rural families and never made much 

money selling silk cocoons or thread.  Rural women of the Alpujarras were typically 

illiterate and had less access to notaries and officials than their urban counterparts in 

the cities of Granada, Málaga, and Almería.  These women and their families rarely left 

written records of any kind.  Despite the increasingly rare references to working 

women in the documents of Christian Granada, women continued to work throughout 

the Christian period in much the same ways that they had before the conquest.   

 
The evidence from notarial records and fatwās from the Nasrid period showed 

women participating in both the formal market economy of the kingdom and the 

informal household economy.  Granadan women worked at home but also frequently 

interacted with the public, including both men and women.  Women were silk spinners 

and cultivators but they were also brokers, moneylenders, and employers.  Women 

frequently recorded their economic transactions with notaries and took their concerns 
                                                           
72 From the Arabic al-qaysariyya.  In the Kingdom of Granada the alcaicería was always the silk market, 
although elsewhere in the Islamic world it can have other meanings. 
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to a muftī.  Women’s work was not limited to a nonmarket economy that operated 

outside of the formal institutions of the kingdom. 

Most of the Arabic documents from Granada extant in Spanish archives are 

records of property ownership from the last decades of Nasrid rule.  The Spanish 

preserved these notarial records in their own archives in case of future disputes about 

land ownership.73  These documents included an astonishingly high number of women 

recorded as buying, selling, inheriting, donating, mortgaging, renting, and lending 

property.  Ninety-five percent of the records in Luis Seco de Lucena Paredes's 

collection referred to a woman conducting family business or exercising rights over 

property, perhaps reflecting the shift in gender roles that resulted from decades of war 

with Christians.74

                                                           
73 Arabic notarial documents appear frequently as evidence among the files of later property disputes 
and contracts in Spanish archives. 

  The high number of women in Arabic notarial records indicates that 

the participation of women in the legal culture of Nasrid Granada was an accepted 

everyday occurrence.  Granadan women frequently bought and sold property and 

registered these transactions in their own names with a notary.   

74Seco de Lucena Paredes, ed.   Maya Shatzmiller argues that one reason for the particularly high number 
of women in Nasrid notarial documents was the ongoing war with Castile.  Many of Granada’s men were 
off fighting or had been killed or imprisoned, leaving women with the responsibility of managing family 
property and businesses.  Maya Shatzmiller, Her Day in Court: Women's Property Rights in Fifteenth-Century 
Granada, ed. Frank. E Vogel, Harvard Series in Islamic Law (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2007), 1.  
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The surviving notarial records provide some evidence of women’s participation 

in the silk industry.  In 1486, Umm al-Fatḥ bint ‘Uthman al-Madyun75 borrowed 3 ‘arṭāl 

of very high-quality silk thread from another woman, Umm al-Fatḥ bint Ibrahim Ibn 

‘Abdun.  The silk was worth an astonishing 150 dīnārs and the loan was to be repaid in 

silk thread of the same quality within a year.  As collateral, Umm al-Fatḥ bint ‘Uthman 

put up a room in a house.  This document showed that both women engaged in some 

phase of silk production, probably spinning or weaving because the silk transferred was 

in the form of spun silk thread.  This document is especially remarkable because the 

silk in question was not low-end silk destined for everyday household.  Rather, it was 

high quality silk of the kind sold in shops in the alcaicería and possibly intended for 

export.  Women participated in some phase of production of the highest quality silk—

the type of silk that made Granada famous.76

Silk, whether silk thread or finished silk cloth, was a source of wealth for 

Granadan women.  Evidence from wills and dowries revealed that Granadan women 

owned many things that were of enough value to leave as an inheritance to family 

members or to be included in a marriage contract.  Aside from various kinds of 

property including houses, agricultural land, and shops, the most valuable goods that 

showed up in women’s wills and dowries were finished textiles, often made of silk, and 

 

                                                           
75 The high number of women in these documents with the nickname "Umm al-Fatḥ" is something of a 
mystery.  In Arabic it means "Mother of Conquest"-- perhaps a reference to male relatives fighting 
Christian armies? 

76 "Escritura Por La Cual Omm-Al-Fath, Hija De Abu Ishac Ibrahim Ben Abdon Confiesa Haber Vendido a 
Omm Al-Fath, Hija De Otsman Tres Libras De Seda, 1486," Granada.  See also Luis Seco de Lucena Paredes, 
"Escrituras Árabes En La Universidad De Granada," Al-Andalus 35 (1970): 344. 
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raw silk thread.  For example, in 1467 Umm al-Hasan bint Abi al-Hajjaj left her son 

Muhammad one raṭl of spun silk.77  The 1488 marriage contract of Abu Jʿafar Ahmad ibn 

Muhammad al-Fajjar and Umm al-Fatḥ bint Abi al-Qasim al-Hanna included silk gauze 

cloth from Murcia and Baeza.78

 The large number of fatwās in al-Wansharisi’s collection from medieval Islamic 

Spain and North Africa included judicial opinions dealing with a variety of issues 

involving all phases of silk production, reinforcing what we already know about the 

ubiquity of silk in the workshops and markets of Islamic Spain and North Africa.  A 

working woman appeared in a fatwā written by the Granadan jurist Muhammad al-

Saraqusti (d. 1459).

   

79  In the fatwā, a tax collector threatened a female silk worker, 

saying that if she did not pay him by the end of the day he would have her whipped.  

The woman borrowed the amount demanded by the tax collector, promising to repay 

the lender in kind with silk.  Al-Saraqusti ruled that the woman should not have been 

responsible for the payment because she was threatened and coerced.  It was not clear 

whether the silk worker was a cultivator, spinner, or weaver.80

                                                           
77 Seco de Lucena Paredes, ed., Documentos Arábigo-Granadinos: Edición Crítica Del Texto Árabe Y Traducción Al 
Español Con Introducción, Notas, Glosarios E Índices, 47-49. 

   

78 Ibid., 113. 

79 There are conflicting opinions about whether the author of this fatwā is Muhammad al-Saraqusti, 
(Granada, d. 1459), or Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Saraqusti (Zaragoza, d. 1084).  See Shatzmiller, Her Day in Court: 
Women's Property Rights in Fifteenth-Century Granada, 161., Vincent Lagardère, Histoire Et Société En Occident 
Musulman Au Moyen Age : Analyse Du Mi`Yar D'al-Wansarisi, ed. Vincent Lagardère, Collection De La Casa De 
Velázquez, 53 (Madrid: Casa de Velázquez, 1995), 174-175. 

80 Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-
Maghrib, 237-238.  See also Shatzmiller, Her Day in Court: Women's Property Rights in Fifteenth-Century 
Granada. 
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Two other fatwās in the collection, while not referring specifically to the silk 

industry, revealed the impressive range of economic activities that Granadan women 

regularly engaged in.  A second fatwā attributed to al-Saraqusti described a woman 

lending money to customers, selling goods, and collecting debts—activities that 

required extensive interaction with the public.81  Another jurist, Abu al-Qasim ibn Siraj 

(Granada, d. 1444) described a case in which a woman owed a male employee years of 

back wages.  These fatwās describe Granadan women in positions of economic 

authority.82

  

  Neither the high positions these women held nor their frequent 

interaction with the public merited any additional commentary from the muftī.  The 

fact that they were women did not affect the decision of the muftī -- the gender of the 

parties in question was incidental to the legal question at hand.  The fatwās indicate not 

only that women worked in silk and acted as brokers and lenders and employers, but 

that this was neither unusual nor questionable from a legal standpoint. 

Women and Silk Production after the Conquest: 1492-1570 
 

Women continued to cultivate and produce silk after the Christian conquest of 

the Kingdom of Granada in 1492.  Morisco women maintained the same methods of 

                                                           
81 Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-
Maghrib, 238-239. 

82 Ahmad ibn Yahya Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-
'Andalus Wa Al-Maghrib, ed. Muhammad Hajji, vol. 6 (Al-Rabat: Wizarat al-Awqaf wa-al-Shuun al-Islamiyah 
lil-Mamlakah al-Maghribiyah, 1981), 71.  See also French summary in Wansharīsī, Histoire Et Société En 
Occident Musulman Au Moyen Age : Analyse Du Mi`Yar D'al-Wansarisi, 199. 
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production from the Nasrid period until the expulsion of the Morisco population from 

the kingdom in 1570.  Despite the continuing importance of female labor in Granada’s 

silk industry, references to women working were rare in the thousands of Spanish 

documents of the sixteenth century.  In contrast to the wide variety of economic 

activities women participated in in Islamic Granada, women rarely appeared in the 

documents of the Christian period other than as wives, widows, or daughters in wills, 

dowry contracts, and criminal cases.   

One collection of documents with references to women is the collection of 

Morisco household inventories studied in the preceding chapter.  The owners of the 

items listed in the inventories included both men and women, as in the 1562 inventory 

of Beatriz de Tordesillas.  De Tordesillas was a woman who owned extensive tools for 

producing silk and other textiles, but any member of her family could have used the 

items listed.  Even when the owners were women it was impossible to know for sure 

who was using the paneras83

Upon closer inspection however, there were indications that the women of the 

household were often the ones doing the actual work of silk production.  For example, 

Diego de Gaytero, a Morisco from the region of Almería, fled to North Africa in 1559.  

When Spanish authorities went to his house to confiscate his belongings, one of his 

neighbors protested, claiming that a portion of the seven pounds of silk cocoon 

 to cultivate silkworms, or who was regularly sitting at the 

spinning wheel coiling silk thread. 

                                                           
83 A panera is a box or basket made of esparto grass used for housing silkworms. 
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confiscated by the state belonged to him because de Gaytero’s wife had cultivated the 

silk from his mulberry leaves, and accordingly owed him a fee of ten percent.  De 

Gaytero’s wife, otherwise not mentioned at all in the document, was the person doing 

the work of cultivating silk.84

Spanish notarial practice provides further clues about working women.  

Notaries in sixteenth-century Spain usually identified men by their professions as well 

as their important family relationships while they only rarely identified women by 

profession.  According to Amalia García Pedraza's statistical analysis of Morisco wills, 

notaries defined 4.5% of women by occupation, compared to 74.5% of men.

    

85  Most of 

the women defined by occupation were domestic servants, one of the few professions 

women held that was outside the home and not related to a family business.  In the 

indexed sixteenth-century notarial documents of the archives of the Colegio Notarial in 

Granada, Christian immigrants and Morisco men were identified as spice merchants, 

bakers, carpenters, shoemakers, dyers, velvet weavers, laborers, butchers, and tailors.  

However, they were not identified as silkworm cultivators or silk spinners, suggesting 

that these professions may have been the domain of women.86

                                                           
84 Martínez Ruiz, 250.  Also, this is could be used for how the labor was organized. 

  Sometimes it was clear 

that women described only as “wife of/ widow of/ daughter of” did in fact work in the 

85 Amalia García Pedraza, Actitudes Ante La Muerte En La Granada Del Siglo Xvi : Los Moriscos Que Quisieron 
Salvarse, 2 vols., Monográfica, 75-76, vol. 1 (Granada: Editorial Universidad de Granada, 2002), 383-385. 

86 Amalia García Pedraza, Inventario De Protocoles Notariales: Granada, Siglo Xvi, Monumenta Protocollaria 
(Granada: Colegio Notarial de Granada, 2008). 
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silk or other industry.  For example, a list of debts owed in the will of Morisca Leonor 

Hernández Ymbrana indicated that she was engaged in the cultivation of silk.87

Women workers dominated silk spinning.  Like silk cultivation, silk spinning 

was considered low-skill work and women earned neither prestige nor much money 

spending hours spinning silk thread from the raw fibers.  In 1535 the Spanish 

authorities issued a series of ordinances intending to regulate silk spinning and to 

bring it under the control of the state.  The ordinances related to spinning in particular 

revealed the gender division of the kingdom’s spinners.  In general, the language of silk 

legislation was not gender specific and the laws did not distinguish between male and 

female workers.  However, the language used to describe the kingdom’s silk spinners 

was a striking departure from gender neutrality.  The goal of the 1535 ordinances was 

to standardize silk spinning to maintain a high level of quality of the kingdom’s 

finished silk products.  The first part of the ordinances required that each spinner (here 

the gender neutral hilador) pass an examination to become certified.  The ordinances 

went on to require that each spinner hire two boys or girls as assistants.  Here the 

language specified the possibility of using girls as assistants (muchachos o muchachas, 

qual mas quisieren).  Finally the last section referred not to spinners but to las mujeres 

(the women), revealing the gender of the spinners referred to throughout the 

   

                                                           
87 García Pedraza, Actitudes Ante La Muerte En La Granada Del Siglo Xvi : Los Moriscos Que Quisieron Salvarse, 
386. 
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document.  The women, the law said, were to be paid eighty-five maravedís per 

thousand silkworm cocoons spun into thread or per day of work.88

Two other laws refer to master silk spinners with the feminine maestra rather 

than the masculine or gender neutral maestro used to refer to dyers and weavers.

 

89

Ordinances regulating the sale of silk issued in 1512 revealed women’s informal 

role in the sale and dying of silk (professions that officially excluded women) and the 

efforts by the royal government to regulate the participation of women in the silk 

market:   

  

These official documents indicated not only that women dominated the profession of 

silk spinning, but that the kingdom’s economic and governmental institutions 

recognized their work.  Female spinners in particular were not just helpers in a family 

business.  An official examination assessed women’s spinning skills and they could be 

masters of their trade.  They could employ others in their service, and they could 

demand wages from their employers. 

The very excellent gentlemen of Granada declare, that because they have been 
informed, that because certain people . . . buy silk from unknown persons, in 
skeins, azarjas, rodetes, or cañones,90

                                                           
88 "Ordenanzas De Granada Sobre El Hilar De La Seda En Madeja (1535, Junio 8, Granada) ", in Documentos 
Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 2008), 119-120. 

 that appears to have been stolen by fault of 
the merchants who hide it in the silk they give to the maestras, spinners, and 

89 "Ordenanzas De Granada Sobre Los Hiladores De Sedas (1589, Septiembre, Granada) ", in Documentos 
Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 2008), 174.; and "Ordenanzas Hechas Por La Ciudad De Granada Para La Labor Y 
Venta De La Seda (1512, 19 Marzo, Granada) ", in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De 
Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008), 56, 57. 

90 These are all technical terms for spun silk in various forms. 
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rodeteros. We order and mandate that from this point forward no person shall 
buy silk . . . that has been dyed or is to be dyed by any woman, slave, child, or 
suspicious person but rather only from a known person or a merchant who 
deals in silk, under penalty of two thousand maravedís.91

Women were officially recognized as silkworm cultivators and spinners, but the 1512 

ordinances revealed that women participated unofficially in other phases of silk 

production and sale as well.  From this brief description of women’s informal role in the 

markets, it is possible to imagine that women's presence in the markets was actually 

very common. 

   

Women participated in a variety of economic activities related to silk 

production during both the Islamic and Christian periods.  Some silk work was gender 

segregated.  Women dominated silkworm cultivation and silk spinning—two tasks that 

earned women little prestige or wealth.  Women needed little capital to begin 

cultivating silkworms or spinning silk and they could do their work inside the home 

alongside other daily household chores and agricultural activities.  However, women’s 

work was not restricted to silk cultivation and spinning—women also worked outside of 

their homes as brokers, sellers, and dyers both formally and informally.  Women likely 

                                                           
91 “Los muy magníficos señores Granada dixeron, que por quanto son informados, que a causa que algunas personas, 
oficiales, y otras personas, conpran seda de personas no conocidas, assi en madexuela como en açarjas y en rodetes, y 
cañones, y parece notariamente ser hurtada por la falta que los mercaderes hallan en la seda que dan a las maestras 
y hiladores y rodeteros, ordenamos y mandamos que de aquí adelante ninguna persona sea osado de conprar seda en 
rodete, en madexuela, ni en cadexo, ni en açarja, ni en cañones, teñido ni por teñir de ninguna mujer, ni esclavos, ni 
muchachos, ni de ninguna person sospechosa, sino fuere de persona conocida, o de mercader que tracte en la mesma 
seda, so pena de dos mill maravedís . . .” "Ordenanzas Hechas Por La Ciudad De Granada Para La Labor Y 
Venta De La Seda (1512, 19 Marzo, Granada) ", 57.  The language does not make it clear what the role of 
the merchants was in this stolen silk scheme.  Perhaps they were trying to avoid the high silk taxes by 
selling under the table? 
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worked in these roles even more than their infrequent appearance in the written 

record suggests. 

 After the conquest, women continued to make up much of the silk industry's 

labor force even as their names became less frequent in the written record.  Women 

picked mulberry leaves and cultivated silk worms in the Alpujarras, and they spun and 

wove silk in their homes in the hills of Granada and the beaches of Málaga and Almería.  

They never stopped relying on silk for the survival of their families.  At the time of the 

expulsion of the Moriscos the Spanish authorities authorized the exception of 786 

female silkworm cultivators and silk spinners. 92

  

   After eighty years of transition from 

Islamic to Christian economic and social institutions and Christian immigration to 

Granada, in 1570 Granada’s most important industry still relied on the work of Morisca 

women.   

                                                           
92 José Enrique López de Coca Castañer, "La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv Y Xvi)," in España Y 
Portugal En Las Rutas De La Seda: Diez Siglos De Producción Y Comercio Entre Oriente Y Occidente, ed. Comisión 
Española de la Ruta de la Seda (Barcelona: Universitat de Barcelona, 1996), 57.  Garzon Pareja, 249. 
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Chapter 2: Silk in Morisco Households—The Inventarios de Bienes Moriscos 
 

 The household inventories collected as Moriscos fled the violence of the Second 

Revolt of the Alpujarras reveal the dynamic and active household production of silk by 

rural Morisco families.  The frequency with which silk appears in the inventories 

reiterates the importance of the silk industry to the economy of Alpujarran families.  

Nearly all of the documents have at least one item made of silk, some of poor quality, 

and most have some item indicating that silk cultivation or production was taking 

place in the home. 

 Also significant is the highly specialized vocabulary used for silk items and 

production.  Martínez Ruiz’s glossary contains many such examples of specialized 

terminology, such as an azarja, which Martínez Ruiz defines as “a type of [spinning] 

wheel used to gather raw silk.”93  Also, there are different terms for the different types 

and qualities of silk, such as azache, a term for low-quality silk made from the outer 

layers of the cocoon.94

                                                           
93 “especie de torno para coger la seda cruda.”  Martínez Ruiz, 40. 

  The high percentage of households engaged in silk production 

and the specialized vocabulary used for the both the equipment used to make silk and 

for finished silk items underlines the importance of silk in the Morisco communities of 

the kingdom of Granada.  The fact that the court notaries did not use Spanish words for 

these items indicates that a Spanish vocabulary for silk work did not yet exist in 

Granada.  

94 Ibid., 62. 
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 In the middle of the sixteenth century approximately four thousand Moriscos 

were involved in the cultivation of the silkworm.95  Women in rural homes with access 

to mulberry trees cultivated silkworms at home.  One of the things that made silk 

production practical for such a large number of Moriscos was that it could be done with 

relatively little equipment.  The necessary items were usually relatively simple and 

inexpensive, especially for the earliest stages of production.  To cultivate silk worms, 

for example, the only equipment needed was the worms, purchased from a breeder; 

mulberry leaves, purchased from a landowner with an orchard; and a zarzo or panera (a 

basket or box made of esparto grass used as a container for raising silkworms).96

The inventories do not include the value of the items listed.  However, one 

document is a list of household goods sold at auction that includes the purchase price.  

From this document it is possible to determine the relative price of some of the items 

  As the 

process continued, the equipment needed became progressively more complicated, 

more expensive, and took up more space.  The next stage in the production of silk, 

extracting the silk threads from the cocoons and turning the filaments into raw silk, 

required a pot for boiling the cocoons, a spinning wheel, and spindles for winding the 

thread.  The final stage, where the raw spun silk was turned into a finished cloth, 

required a bulky loom and, depending on the type of silk product being created, 

decorative elements such as gold or silver threads and tassels and other trim. 

                                                           
95 Rachel Arié, El Reino Nasrí De Granada, 1232-1492, Colecciones Mapfre 1492 (Madrid: Editorial MAPFRE, 
1992), 173.  

96 Martínez Ruiz, 154; 199. 
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used for silk production.  For example, twenty-nine old paneras were sold for one real; 

nine old zarzos were sold for two reales; an old, broken spinning wheel for silk was sold 

for eight reales; a carder was sold for twenty maravedis.  Although none of the items 

were of high quality or new, the broken spinning wheel was still the most expensive 

item.97

Despite the varying levels of initial investment required for different stages of 

production, few Morisco households specialized in any particular stage of production to 

the exclusion of other stages of silk production or other common economic and 

household ventures.  In particular, many Morisco households produced silk as well as 

other textiles, and particularly linen, wool, and hemp.

    

98

                                                           
97 Ibid., 238. 

  A household might own 

paneras and silkworms, skeins of wool, and a loom for linen.  In 1562, Beatriz de 

Tordesillas, a Morisca from Notaez, inherited an extensive olive business from her 

parents, including plenty of olive groves, an olive mill, and several jars filled with olive 

oil.  But her parents’ property also included dozens of mulberry orchards, a total of 

ninety paneras, a black ox, and the frame of a loom for weaving linen.  This particular 

family was apparently quite wealthy as they owned far more land than most Moriscos.  

98 I am not sure whether spinning wheels and looms could only be used for one type of fiber.  My best 
guess is that a silk spinning wheel or loom could not be readily used for linen and vice-versa, because in 
the inventories spinning wheels and looms are often, although not always, designated as used for one 
particular type of textile (i.e. “torno de hilar seda” and “un telar de texer lienço”).  Ibid., 188; 252. 
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But even though their main source of income may have been olive production, silk was 

apparently a valuable addition to their income.99

Most Moriscos, unlike Beatriz and her family, did not own their own mulberry 

orchards.  Mulberry trees were easily adapted to different terrain, and so most Morisco 

landowners had at least a few trees which they planted on available scraps of land 

dedicated to other types of agricultural endeavors such as olive or fruit trees (azeytunos 

and güertas) even if they did not have a dedicated mulberry orchard (moral).

 

100  The 

leaves of the mulberry trees were harvested each year in April, usually by women, and 

the harvest was a collective endeavor.  The harvesters divided up the leaves, reserving 

some for the owners of the trees, and used the rest to feed their own silkworms.101

                                                           
99 Ibid., 253.  

  

There are no similar household inventories for the Nasrid period, and the surviving 

fatwās and notarial documents tell us little about the household economy of Muslim 

families in Granada.  One fifteenth-century fatwā refers to the "silkworms of the owner 

100 López de Coca Castañer, 34. 

101 Ibid., 35.  Interestingly, there are several fatwās in al-Wansharīsī's collection that do not allow this type 
of collective harvest and communal distribution of mulberry leaves.  A fifteenth-century fatwā attributed 
to the Granadan mufti al-Saraqusti says that mulberry owners must pay harvesters wages, a reiteration of 
the legal argument in a twelfth-century fatwā from Cordoba.  This suggests that dividing up the leaves 
from a harvest was common even if it was questionable legal practice according to the jurists.  See 
Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-
Maghrib, Vol. 6, 254-255. and Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 
'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-Maghrib, Vol. 5, 238-239. 
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and his family"-- suggesting that silkworm cultivation was a family occupation rather 

than one associated particularly with the (male) silkworm owner.102

In his essay on silk in Granada in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, López de 

Coca Castañer divided the process of silk production into a rural and an urban phase.  

Mulberry leaves were harvested, silkworms were cultivated, and silk threads were 

extracted from cocoons in the rural phase.  The skeins of silk were then sent to the 

cities, where they were dyed and finally woven into various textiles.  However, it 

appears from the evidence in the inventories of Morisco goods that the division was not 

quite so neat.  It is clear that, for example, cultivation and weaving were often done in 

the same, often rural, house.  In addition, silk intended for household use, to be sewn 

into bed sheets, carpets, basic clothing, and curtains, could be kept in the house or sold 

to neighbors without ever making it to the urban markets in Granada, Malaga, Almería 

or elsewhere in Spain.   

 

The silk industry in sixteenth-century Granada was not just a source of royal 

taxation, or a luxury good for the rich elite of Spain.  It was a part of the everyday life of 

Moriscos throughout the kingdom of Granada who worked hard to harvest mulberry 

leaves, cultivate silkworms, spin and dye raw silk thread, and weave silk cloth.  Silk was 

produced in Morisco homes, where silk production was one of a variety of activities 

Morisco families did to earn a living.  Morisco families did not produce silk starting 

with silkworm eggs and finishing with a finished silk cloth.  Rather, they produced silk 

                                                           
102 Wansharīsī, Al-Mi`Yār Al-Mu`Rib Wa-Al-Jāmi` Al-Mughrib `an Fatāwī Āhl 'Ifrīqīyah Wa-Al-'Andalus Wa Al-
Maghrib, Vol 5., 59. 
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in stages, selling the silk threads or the dyed cloth to other families to finish.  But they 

also did not specialize in just one stage of production, spinning silk threads exclusively, 

for example.  Families pieced together a household economy that included various 

stages of silk production as well as other agricultural and economic activities. 

 This kind of household economic organization allowed for a lot of flexibility, as 

families could produce whatever was relatively easy and inexpensive to produce and 

that were the most profitable in the local markets, changing how they spent their time 

as needed to maximize their ability to support the household.  It is apparent from the 

inventories, where silk features prominently in Morisco household goods, that silk was 

a large part of this makeshift household economy, and that women played an 

important role in generating household income.  Silk continued to be fundamental for 

the survival of most Alpujarran Morisco families.  Moriscos continued to produce silk as 

they had for many generations until war and finally expulsion forced them to leave 

their silkworms and spinning wheels behind in their abandoned homes for Christian 

officials to confiscate. 
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Chapter 3: Conquering the Kingdom of Silk 

 

Throughout the sixteenth century, the silk industry changed very little.  It 

remained largely as it had been under the Nasrids in terms of production techniques, 

market regulation, and taxation.  Under the Capitulations of the Conquest of Granada 

agreed upon by the Spanish King and Queen and the last Nasrid Sultan Boabdil, the 

Moriscos were permitted to maintain their own legal and commercial practices with 

little intervention from the Spanish.  In fact, one of the only changes in the years 

following 1492 which affected silk production was that instead of paying taxes to the 

Nasrid king, Granadans paid taxes on their silk to the Spanish monarchy.103

When the Monarchs rescinded the terms of the treaty in 1500, the door opened 

not only for mass conversion but also for greater administrative interference in the 

Kingdom's economic life.  Although the conversion of the Muslims to Christianity was 

officially accompanied by a change in the economic and legal system, in reality, after a 

few minor adjustments were passed in 1497, the administrative and taxation systems 

  The 

sixteenth century was a period of dramatic changes in Granada.  But silk production 

continued as it had before the Conquest, until the expulsion of the Moriscos in 1570 

finally destroyed the kingdom's labor force.   

                                                           
103  “Que los moros no darán ni pagarán á sus altezas mas tributo que aquello que acostumbran á dar á los 
reyes moros.” "Capitulaciones De La Guerra De Granada, 1491," in Los Moriscos, ed. Mercedes García-
Arenal (Madrid: Editora Nacional, 1975), 24. 
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relating to silk “were maintained without major changes for generations.”104

The great twentieth-century Spanish cultural critic Américo Castro divided 

Spanish history into a period of medieval convivencia followed by, beginning in around 

the year 1500, a period of early modern “religious exclusivism.”

  Most 

significantly, the Islamic system of taxing ten percent (Arabic ʿushr, Spanish diezmo) 

remained in place under Christian rule.  Moriscos continued to produce silk using the 

same techniques and equipment as they had under the Nasrid sultans, and they 

continued to buy and sell silk goods in much the same way.  But by the end of the 

Morisco period, the world of these household silk producers changed dramatically as 

they were forced to leave their homes and Christian immigrant families and merchants 

replaced Morisco silk producers.  Silk production in the sixteenth century was 

characterized by long periods of continuity and gradual change punctuated by more 

dramatic crisis, reflecting the reality of Morisco life in Castilian Granada.   

105

                                                           
104  In other words, even after the expulsion the rules about silk production remained mostly unchanged.  
“Se mantienen sin grandes cambios durante generaciones.” López de Coca Castañer, 45. 

  The Spanish policy 

of forced conversion in Granada fit nicely into this chronology-- it was in 1499 that the 

Monarchs abandoned Talavera's approach of gentle persuasion for Cisneros's 

preference for coercion and force.  Castro's division between medieval tolerance and 

early modern conflict was oversimplified, and historians have decisively shown that 

the medieval Spain had more than its fair share of violence and persecution of religious 

105 Americo Castro, The Spaniards: An Introduction to Their History, trans. Willard F. King and Selma 
Margaretten (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), 584. 
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minorities and majority subject populations.106

When the Spanish decided to maintain the Islamic legal and economic 

infrastructure as much as possible, they were closely following precedents set by 

previous Castilian and Aragonese rulers.  As Father Robert Burns has shown for 

Valencia, after the Conquest in 1238, the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish subjects of the 

Kingdom of Valencia lived under a complex, muddled system of customary laws 

(fueros), Aragonese royal laws, and Islamic law.

  But despite the violence of conversion, 

the Spanish did not abandon medieval precedent in 1500.  Their economic policies 

preserved the Islamic economic structures and much of its legal system.  The Spanish 

sought the conversion of souls for Christianity, but the Spanish were also concerned 

with maintaining revenue, and the revenue potential of the Kingdom's silk industry 

was enormous.  An economic policy that ensured continuity with existing practices as 

much as possible would ensure that the silk industry continued to make money for 

Castile.   

107

                                                           
106 For examples see David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996)., and Robert Ignatius Burns, Medieval Colonialism: 
Postcrusade Exploitation of Islamic Valencia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975)., and Mark D. 
Meyerson, Jews in an Iberian Frontier Kingdom: Society, Economy, and Politics in Morvedre, 1248-1391, Medieval 
and Early Modern Iberian World, V. 20 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004). 

  Each region of Spain was governed 

107 Robert Ignatius Burns, Islam under the Crusaders: Colonial Survival in the Thirteenth-Century Kingdom of 
Valencia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973).  Burns wrote several studies of post-Conquest 
administration, society, and economy in Valencia that reveal a great deal of similarities between the 
Conquest of Valencia in 1238 and the Conquest of Granada in 1492.  Unfortunately, no equivalent body of 
scholarship exists for Granada.   
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primarily by local custom or fuero rather than a centralized royal law, and in lands 

newly taken from Muslims, local law meant Islamic law and custom.108

Taxation practices were particularly useful for Christian rulers to appropriate, 

because then they were able to use the existing tax-collecting infrastructure.  For 

example, the thirteenth-century royal law code the Siete Partidas included a very high 

number of Arabic words associated with taxation, reflecting this long tradition of 

borrowing taxation practices from Islamic law.

 

109  Following the conquest of Valencia, 

another highly Islamicized region, King Jaime I of Aragón used the existing Islamic 

structure for collecting taxes in the thirteenth century.110  Spanish taxation policies 

followed this same medieval pattern in Granada.  Arabic and Spanish-speaking 

Granadans used Arabic words for the officials and taxes of the silk industry.  The 

bureaucrats in charge of collecting taxes and fees and affirming the weight and quality 

of silk for sale were the geliz, the motalefe, and the hafiz.  The silk tax was the diezmo, a 

direct translation of the Arabic ‘ushr meaning "tenth."111

                                                           
108 The shariʿa, in English also called Islamic law, was not the only kind of law in Islamic Spain.  Like 
medieval Europe, local customs carried significant legal weight as well.  Therefore the Spanish adopted 
not only the shariʿa of Islamic courts but also other laws with their origins in Islamic local custom. 

 

109 Castro, 307-308. 

110 Burns, Medieval Colonialism: Postcrusade Exploitation of Islamic Valencia, 211. 

111 The diezmo in Spanish usually indicates the church tithe, but here it has a separate meaning derived 
from the Arabic custom.   
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Capitulation: 1491-1501  

When the army of the Kingdom of Castile finally conquered the last holdout of 

the Islamic kingdom of Granada in 1491, the terms extended to the former Granadan 

Sultan Muhammad XII and his subjects were similar to the terms of surrender that the 

Spanish had extended to Muslims throughout the centuries of Conquest.  Spanish 

takeover of Granadan government and society would initially be very limited.  

Following medieval precedents, the treaty allowed the Spanish to control the city’s 

military structures and fortifications including the monumental Alhambra palace and 

the city’s gates and walls.  The Spanish would assume control of taxation after a three-

year grace period during which there would be no taxes at all.  After the three years, 

the taxes owed to the Spanish crown would not exceed what Granada’s citizens had 

paid to the Nasrids.  Aside from military defense and taxation, the Spanish would not 

interfere in the affairs of the city and its suburbs.   

The terms of the Capitulations guaranteed that the Spanish would not interfere 

with the property, laws, or customs of the city’s Muslim inhabitants.  Muslims could sell 

their possessions and emigrate to wherever they pleased and for three years the 

Spanish would even provide transport for anyone who wished to leave Granada for 

Islamic North Africa.  The Spanish would not conscript people or animals for military or 

labor service.  No Christian was to enter a mosque or the home of a Muslim without 
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permission.  The Spanish would free all Muslim prisoners of war.  No Muslim—even a 

former convert to Islam from Christianity—would be forced to convert.112

 The Capitulations promised that life would continue as it had before under the 

Nasrid kings.  In particular, the conquest of the kingdom would not affect the city’s 

thriving silk industry.  The Spanish conquest would not change the institutions that 

governed daily life in Granada.  Article 4 of the Capitulations established the general 

principle of not interfering in the city’s religious and legal institutions: 

 

It is established and agreed that your Highnesses and their descendents for ever 
more shall allow the King Muley Boabdil [Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad XII] and 
the [other officials and Granadan men] . . . to live and to remain in their law. . . . 
They will leave . . . to the said mosques all of the property and income as they 
have now, and they will be judged by their Saracen (xaraçina) laws with the 
guidance of their alcadís (Arabic qāḍī, judge) according to the custom of the 
Muslims. . . .113

 
 

Article 4 established the continued authority of the city’s courts of Islamic law and the 

qāḍīs of Granada.  The authority of the qāḍīs in all matters related to the economic 

affairs of the city, including the regulation of crafts and the markets, was to remain 

under the control of the city’s courts of Islamic and customary law. 

                                                           
112 "Capitulación De La Toma E Entrega De Granada.  Fecha En El Real De La Vega De Granada a 25 Dias Del 
Mes De Noviembre De 1491 Años.," in Colección De Documentos Inéditos Para La Historia De España, ed. Miguel 
Salva and Pedro Sainz de Baranda (Madrid: Imprenta de la Viuda de Calero, 1846), 391. 

113 Ibid., 424-425. “Item es asentado é concordado que sus Altezas é sus decendientes para siempre jamas 
dejarán vivir al dicho Rey Muley Baaudili é á los dichos alcaides, é alcadís é sabios, é moftíes, é alfaquíes, é 
alguaciles, é cabelleros é escuderos, é viejos é buenos hombres, é comunidad, chicos é grandes, é estar en 
su ley, é non les mandarán quitar sus algimas, é zumaas, é almuédanos, é torres de los dichos 
almuédanos, para que llamen á sus azaleas, é dejarán é mandarán dejar á las dichas algimas sus propios e 
rentas como agora los tienen, é que sean juzgados por su ley xaraçina con consejo de sus alcadís, segund 
costumbre de los moros, y les guardarán é mandarán guardar sus buenos usos é costumbres.” 
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 Article 29 assured the Muslims of Granada that Christian control would not 

affect the city’s trade or the activities of its merchants: 

It is established and agreed that all of the merchants of said city [Granada] and 
the Albaicin, its suburbs, lands, and the said Alpujarras Mountains, and of other 
places which pertain to this capitulation, will be allowed to come and go abroad 
to sell merchandise, safely and securely, and they may travel to and deal in all of 
the territories of your Highnesses, and they will not pay more taxes or tribute 
than the Christians pay.114

 
 

Although the Capitulations did not specifically mention the silk trade, silk was the 

primary export of Granada in 1491 and the freedom of merchants to travel abroad was 

an important part of preserving the city’s wealth after the conquest.  Granada’s silk 

trade relied on the markets of coastal North Africa and Italy.  The Spanish had good 

reason to be interested in ensuring the stability of Granada’s silk trade and they 

expected to add the considerable revenue from its taxation to its treasury after the 

three year grace period was over.  The Capitulations of 1491 assured that Granada 

would remain, at least for a time, an Islamic city and that the city’s silk trade would 

remain in the hands of the city’s Muslims.115

 Only a few months after the Catholic Monarchs issued the Capitulations in 

November of 1491, the Spanish authorities began to issue legislation that revealed how 

the Capitulations were put into practice.  In May 1492, the monarchy issued a royal 

 

                                                           
114 Ibid., 431. 29. Item es asentado é concordado que todos los mercaderes de la dicha ciudad y su Albaicin, 
é arrabales, é tierras, é de las dichas Alpujarras, é de las otras partes que entraren so este asiento é 
capitulacion, puedan ir é venir allende á contratar sus mercaderías, salvos é seguros, é puedan andar é 
tratar por todas las tierras é señorios de sus Altezas; é que no paguen mas derechos nin rodas nin 
castillerías de las que pagan los cristianos. 

115 See also al-Maqqari, The History of the Mohammedan Dynasties in Spain: Extracted from the Nafhu-T-Tíb Min 
Ghosni-L-Andalusi-R-Rattíb Wa Táríkh Lisánu-D-Dín Ibni-L-Khattíb, 388-389. 
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cédula to select Muslims as alamines (Arabic amīn) to regulate the city’s many guilds.116  

The preface to the cédula said that, although the Capitulations had not given the royal 

government the authority to choose the heads of the guilds, the city’s notables had 

requested that the Spanish appoint these important officials so that the city would be 

“better governed.”  The royal cédula designated twenty-five Muslim men as alamines 

and four as alarifes,117 each assigned to a different industry.  Abulcasin el Gudixi was 

named alamín of Granada’s silk market, the alcaicería.  The Spanish appointed Alhafe 

Abendafez as the alamín of the silk weavers and Yzmael Acab as alamín of the dyers.118

                                                           
116 The Encyclopaedia of Islam defines amīn as the head of a guild, but the Dictionary of the Real Academia 
de España defines alamin as the official who regulates weights, measures and prices (not necessarily as 
part of a guild).  The RAE definition has the advantage of referring specifically to Hispano-Arabic usage, it 
also seems to fit the context of the appointments better since there are no references to guilds.  See 
Claude Cahen, "Amīn," Encyclopaedia of Islam. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=islam_SIM-0598 [accessed 09 
November 2009]. and "Alamín," Diccionario de la lengua española. 
http://buscon.rae.es/draeI/SrvltConsulta?TIPO_BUS=3&LEMA=alamin [accessed 27 April 2010]. 

  

Other than the designation of the city’s alamines and alarifes, the Spanish, following the 

principles outlined in the Capitulations, did nothing to regulate the city’s silk industry 

or trade.   

117 According to EI, ‘arīf is a synonym of amīn preferred in the Eastern Islamic world.  In the context of this 
cédula, alamín and alarife are clearly different although it is not clear what the difference is. See Cahen. 
and Saleh A El-Ali, "'Arīf," Encyclopaedia of Islam. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/subscriber/entry?entry=islam_SIM-0723 [accessed 09 
November 2009]. 

118 "Real Cédula De Los Reyes Católicos Nombrando Alamines Moros Para Todos Los Oficios (1492, Mayo, 
25, Granada)," in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael 
Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008), 42-44. 
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Conversion: 1500-1512 

The repeal of the Capitulations opened the door for the transformation of the 

relationship between the Spanish authorities and the newly conquered kingdom’s 

flourishing silk markets, but those shifts did not come immediately.  The first 

modifications the Spanish made in the first decade of the sixteenth century reiterated 

regulations that had existed under Islamic jurisprudence.  These early rulings marked 

an important difference not in practice but in authority and legal structure.  The 

Capitulations allowed the Muslims to decide how to apply and enforce Nasrid law in the 

Kingdom of Granada.  The Spanish, by reissuing Islamic laws under the authority of the 

crown, gradually removed that power from the Muslims to the Castilian government 

without actually changing the content of the legal system and without significantly 

altering the way Granadans produced, taxed, and regulated silk in the Kingdom. 

For the Spanish, appropriating and modifying Islamic legal concepts was a 

practical decision that resembled the previous Reconquest policies of the Spanish 

rulers.  The three alcaicerías of the Kingdom of Granada already had efficient methods of 

assessing the value of silk and collecting appropriate taxes and fees.  Granadan 

merchants and silk producers already understood the Islamic system that had been in 

place for generations.  Repeating the principles already in practice allowed the Spanish 

to ensure that they received their taxes.  The incorporation of Islamic law into the 

Spanish legal codes also gave the Christian authorities the power to enforce Islamic law 

in their own royal courts.  This was a significant departure from the language of the 

Capitulations, which had given the power of enforcement only to Muslim jurists. 
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In the first years of the sixteenth century, the Spanish were concerned with 

making sure that they received all of their revenue from the thorough assessment and 

collection of taxes of the kingdom’s three silk markets: the alcaicerías of Granada, 

Málaga, and Almería.  With this in mind, the Spanish tried to limit black market sales, a 

threat to royal tax revenue, by confining silk sales to the alcaicería, the local silk 

market, and appointing officials to make sure that all silk sold there was appropriately 

taxed.  On July 2, 1501 the Monarchs issued an order restricting the sale of any type of 

silk to the alcaicerías of the Kingdom’s three commercial cities: Granada, Málaga, and 

Almería.  The language of the sobrecarta119 clarified that this was nothing new in 

Granada: “. . . the said premática was an ancient practice and custom that was done and 

practiced for the ennobling and common good of the said cities. . . .”120  The language 

the Spanish monarchy used in the sobrecarta reflected the language of the 

Capitulations.  This was not a change in policy and the monarchy defended its law by 

appealing to the policy’s continuity with the Islamic past and the practicality of its 

application.  Restricting the sale of silk to the alcaicería helped to eliminate fraud, the 

sobrecarta affirmed, but undoubtedly the Catholic Monarchy was also concerned with 

assuring consistent taxation of the kingdom’s most valuable commodity.121

                                                           
119 According to Appleton's dictionary, a sobrecarta is a repetition of a previous order. 

  In July 1503 

120 “E por quanto la dicha prematlca [sic] e vso e costumbre antinguo se hizo e usó por el enoblecimiento, 
bien, e procomun trato de las dichas çibdades.” "Sobrecarta De Los Reyes Católicos Confirmando La 
Prohibición De Vender Seda Fuera De La Alcaicería (1501, Julio, 2, Granada)," in Documentos Para La 
Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de 
Granada, 2008), 46. 

121 Ibid. 
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the Spanish issued another restatement of a well-established rule when they mandated 

a flat ten-percent diezmo tax on all silk sold.122

In November 1505 the Monarchy issued a much more specific and detailed 

reiteration of the Islamic system of taxing silk.  The “Arancel

   

123 de los derechos Moriscos de 

la seda del Reino de Granada” or “Declaration of the Morisco Silk Taxes of the Kingdom of 

Granada” described in detail the process by which Morisco silk producers in Granada, 

Málaga, and Almería were to have their silk weighed and its quality certified by the 

alcaicería’s hafiz (Ar. ḥāfiẓ), the Morisco official in charge of keeping the seals locked 

up.124  The arancel established the taxes Morisco producers and sellers would pay on 

silk, which was always the ten percent diezmo as well as an additional tariff on exported 

silk.  Producers who wanted less than a pound of silk for personal use were exempt 

from the diezmo.125

A second part of the same arancel detailed the fees sellers were required to pay 

to each official involved in the process of administering the market and collecting 

  

                                                           
122 "Capitulo Del Arancel De Los Derechos Del Almojarifazgo De Granada (1503, Julio, 11)," in Documentos 
Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 2008), 51. 

123 Arancel (Arabic al-inzāl) was a particular type of law that established tax rates. 

124Marín López, 283. 

125 "Arancel De Los Derechos Moriscos De La Seda Del Reino De Granada (1505, Noviembre, 21, Granada)," 
in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López 
(Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008), 52-53. 
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taxes.  For each pound of silk, six dineros126 would go to five different officials in 

addition to the ten percent diezmo.  One dinero would go to the hadid or town crier, half 

of a dinero went to the gatekeeper at the Puerta de Bibarrambla, two dineros for the King 

and Queen (the tartil127 ), and two-and-a-half dineros for the geliz.128  The titles of these 

officials, as well as the amount they charged for their services and their duties were 

completely unaltered from the existing Nasrid system.129  The Spanish used 

transliterated Arabic titles to describe each administrator’s role and the names of the 

different taxes, and even the unit of currency was still likely the Nasrid dīnār.  Before 

the Conquest, the tarṭīl was a direct tax on silk that went to the Nasrid Sultan, here the 

tax was also a direct royal tax.130

                                                           
126 The Spanish dinero and Arabic dīnār have the same Latin origin.  I think that dinero here is a translation 
of dīnār and is not the Spanish dinero.  See Peter Spufford, Money and Its Use in Medieval Europe (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 292. on Spanish maravedí/dinero. 

  The Islamic origins of the system and its connection 

with local tradition were apparent.  There was no attempt at this time to adapt the 

system to normal Castilian practice, to translate the Arabic terms into Spanish 

equivalents, or even to systematically replace the dīnār with the Spanish maravedí. 

127 The tartil was a particular tax, according to Marín López it was usually nine maravedís given to the 
Crown, according to Arié after the Conquest it was usually eight maravedís per raṭl (an Arabic unit of 
weight, it is likely that the word tarṭīl is from the same Arabic root as raṭl).  Here the amount is given in 
dineros and not maravedís. 

128 Arabic jalīs.  The geliz was an official appointed by the Ayunatamiento.  There was one geliz in each 
alcaicería who the city government authorized to buy and sell silk on its behalf.  The geliz had a variety of 
other responsibilities in the alcaicería, including dealing with royal paperwork and provisioning visiting 
merchants (RAE and Marín López glossary).   

129 "Arancel De Los Derechos Moriscos De La Seda Del Reino De Granada (1505, Noviembre, 21, Granada)," 
54. 

130 Arié, L'espagne Musulmane Au Temps Des Nasrides (1232-1492), 219-220. 
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These three documents from the first years of the sixteenth century reveal the 

Spanish government’s preoccupation with standardizing and streamlining taxation of 

the sale of silk.  The Spanish attitude towards Granada’s silk markets in this early 

period was consistent with the Reconquista precedents of the Capitulations.  The 

Spanish did not intend to eliminate every aspect of Islamic culture.  Conquest initially 

affected taxation more than it shaped any other aspect of economic life in Granada.  

The Spanish chose to adapt the traditional Islamic system of silk taxation and did not 

make any significant changes to the amount or to the way the kingdom’s Muslim 

officials assessed and collected taxes. 

 The first more substantial reform to the taxation and regulation of the silk 

industry came in October 1501 in the form of a royal letter signed by Hernando de 

Zafra, the secretary to the Catholic Monarchs.  De Zafra announced that the royal 

government would require the city of Granada to pay 240,000 maravedís each year for 

the defense of the Kingdom’s coastline.  The funds for the guards’ salaries would come 

from the fees normally collected by the alcaicería’s officials: in this case the gelizes and 

almotalefes.131

                                                           
131The almotalefe (also motalefe, Ar. mut’alif?) was the official in charge of certifying the weight and quality 
of spun silk.  The almotalefe would charge a fee to affix an official seal to skeins of spun silk (Marín López 
glossary). 

 De Zafra used persuasive language in the letter, urging the Muslim city 

government to accept the monarchy’s suggestion.  Although de Zafra’s pleading 

language suggested that the city had a choice in the matter, the letter went on to 

threaten the city with expensive fines if it did not comply with the Monarchs’ orders 
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within fifteen days.132  In later years, the Kingdom's Morisco population would continue 

to be burdened with extra taxes to defend the kingdom from North African Muslims.133

In the first years of Christian rule in Granada, Spanish authorities passed laws 

that addressed the new challenges that came with redirecting Granada’s silk exports 

towards an Iberian market.  Before the Conquest, Granada exported its high quality silk 

to ports throughout the Western Mediterranean and much of the silk ended up in 

Genoese ships bound for North Africa, France, and Italy.  The Spanish takeover of 

Granada’s ports shifted the city’s market to Iberia and eventually the New World.  Also, 

the conquest of Granada brought new competition to the silk industries of Valencia and 

Toledo.   

  

This 1501 decree revealed the growing tensions between the Muslim city and the 

Catholic Monarchy.  At the same time that Cardinal Cisneros was beginning his project 

of forcing conversion of one of Iberia’s last communities of Muslims, the Muslim city 

government was beginning to lose control over Granada’s lucrative silk industry.   

 On August 20, 1500, the Catholic Monarchs issued a pragmática forbidding the 

importation of raw silk from Spain’s other territories into the Kingdom of Granada.  For 

the offense of buying silk from Calabria, Naples, India, Turkey, or North Africa,134

                                                           
132 "Carta Real De Merced De Los Reyes Católicos Concediendo a La Ciudad De Granada Los Oficios De 
Gelices Y Almotalefes De La Seda De La Alcaiceria Para Ayuda a Pagar Las Guardas De La Costa (1501, 
Octubre, 11 Granada)," in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. 
Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008), 49-50. 

 the 

133 Harris, 23. and Arié, L'espagne Musulmane Au Temps Des Nasrides (1232-1492), 218. 

134 These places were not all under Spanish control in 1500, but Spanish merchants imported silk from 
these places. 
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offending merchant forfeited his cargo and risked banishment from his country of 

residence.  However, the Spanish would allow merchants to bring in certain types of 

silk from Valencia to the Kingdom, saying that “we are informed that it is not 

convenient for it [the prohibition of the importation of silk bolting-cloth135 from 

Valencia] to be maintained for now, and we suspend the said prohibition.”136

 

  The 

Spanish authorities were beginning to consider the place of Granadan textiles in their 

growing empire that in 1500 included a number of other silk-producing regions.  Even 

though the conquest did not bring about changes in regulation immediately, conquest 

did represent a shift in Granada’s position as a silk producing region of the Western 

Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula. 

Takeover: 1512-1570 

 In the first decades after the sixteenth century, the Spanish monarchy became 

increasingly involved in the kingdom’s silk industry.  One reason for their increasing 

concern over the markets was the influx of Old Christian immigrants from Castile into 

                                                           
135 Cedazo is a sieve or bolting-cloth.  Bolting-cloth is a mesh silk cloth used for embroidery or 
silkscreening.  Appleton's New Spanish-English and English-Spanish Dictionary,  s.v. "Cedazo."  The exception 
of silk cedazos from Valencia may have been because it was a niche fabric not filled by Granadan 
producers, or it may have been that it was low-quality silk and did not pose a significant threat to the 
purity of Granadan silk, or it may have been the result of careful lobbying by Ferdinand for his Aragon's 
silk industry and the new competition it was facing from Granada. 

136 “Y puesto que prohibimos en estos reinos no se metiessen de fuera del reino telas de cedazos, sino de 
Valençia, porque somon informados que no conbiene que aquello se guarde por agora, suspendemos la 
dicha prohibición.” "Pragmática De Los Reyes Católicos Prohibiendo La Entrada De Seda En Madeja, Hilo, 
Capullo, Pero Si En Cedazos (1500, Agosto, 20)," in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De 
Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008), 45. 
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newly-conquered Granada.  The 1491 Capitulations had restricted Christian migration 

and most parts of the kingdom remained almost completely Muslim until the turn of 

the century.  After 1501, many Castilian families came to Granada in hopes of becoming 

wealthy from the kingdom’s lucrative silk industry and many joined their Morisco 

neighbors as silk merchants in the alcaicería or set up their own household workshops 

for spinning and weaving silk.137  At the same time, many Moriscos left Granada even 

before the expulsion in 1570, fleeing forced conversion and persecution by secretly 

crossing the Mediterranean for North Africa.  By 1561, the year of the first official 

census in Granada, there were more than 30,000 Christian immigrants living in the city 

of Granada out of a total population of 46,794.138

Christian immigrants gradually took over some of the silk industry from the 

Moriscos.  Christians purchased shops from Moriscos and eventually took over much of 

the alcaicería.  Weaving, always the highest status occupation associated with silk 

production, became the domain of immigrant men.

  The changing demographics of the city 

provided a rationale for the Spanish government to become more involved in the silk 

industry.  Now, one of the goals of silk legislation was to protect the interests of the 

Christian immigrants working in the industry. 

139

                                                           
137 Coleman, 14-15. 

  In 1526, Morisco silkworm 

cultivators in the Alpujarras Mountains complained to the Crown that tax collectors 

were not taxing Morisco and Old Christian cultivators equally, revealing that 

138  In Ibid., 59. 

139 Harris, 13. 
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immigrants had even moved into rural areas and were performing the most menial of 

jobs.  It also suggests that in practice different levels of taxation (although officially 

taxes were equal) may have disadvantaged Morisco silk workers.140

Like the processes of forced conversion and forced assimilation, the Spanish 

became more involved in changing the Kingdom's silk industry gradually.  As more Old 

Christians became part of the kingdom’s silk workforce, the Spanish authorities issued 

increasing numbers of laws dealing with more aspects of silk production.  They were 

initially concerned only with collecting taxes and ensuring that cheating merchants did 

not compromise Granada’s reputation for high quality silk by mixing silk of different 

qualities or by selling on the black market.  The Spanish first departed from their 

relatively hands-off approach towards the silk industry in 1512, twenty years after the 

conquest and another decade after forced conversion.  The city’s comprehensive 

“Ordinances issued by the City of Granada about the production and sale of silk” 

overhauled the way city officials regulated all aspects of silk production from spinning 

to importing to exporting. 

   

Despite their larger scope, the 1512 Ordinances were not a dramatic departure 

from previous Spanish policy.  The intent of the Ordinances was not to change radically 

the processes by which Granadans produced and sold silk.  Rather, they were supposed 

to standardize silk production and eliminate fraud, the same issues that had been 

concerning the Spanish in the first decades after conquest.  However, the broader 
                                                           
140 "Real Cédula De Carlos I Ordenando Que La Tasación Del Capullo De Seda Sea Igual Para Los Cristianos 
Nuevos Y Los Viejos," in Documentos Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. 
Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 2008). 
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extent of these laws represented the increasing willingness of the Spanish authorities 

to modify the existing local legal structure.141

In 1513 a royal letter created the new position of inspector of silk spinning in 

the Kingdom of Granada.  The letter explained the rationale behind the office of 

inspector: “[a]s I have been informed that because there is no person in charge of 

caring for the way that silk is and has been spun in the Kingdom of Granada . . . .”

  

142  

The addition of another official was a response to a particular need for further 

regulation and the inspector does not seem to have replaced any Islamic official.  In 

1520 the Spanish issued regulations about the kingdom’s gelizes and motalefes.  The 1520 

ordinances were another response to a particular problem—the prevalence of false 

gelizes and motalefes not appointed by the Crown in the kingdom’s alcaicerías.  The 

Spanish clearly had not been successful at standardizing and controlling the existing 

system for regulation silk production.  The royal government clarified the process by 

which the Crown would appoint gelizes and motalefes and detailed the responsibilities of 

those holding these positions.143

                                                           
141 "Ordenanzas Hechas Por La Ciudad De Granada Para La Labor Y Venta De La Seda (1512, 19 Marzo, 
Granada) ", 56-58. 

  The Spanish concern with standardizing silk 

142 Por cuanto yo he sydo ynformada que a cabsa de no haber persona que tenga cargo e cuydado ver de la 
manera que se ha hilado e hila la seda del reyno de Granada . . . ."Carta Real De Merced De La Reina D.A 
Juana, Firmada Por Su Padre El Rey Fernando, Creando El Cargo De Veedor De La Seda Y Nombrando Para 
El Al Licenciado Galindez De Carvajal (1513, Septiembre 4, Valladolid)," in Documentos Para La Historia De La 
Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 
2008), 61. 

143 "Ordenanzas De Granada Sobre Los Gelizes Y Almotalefes (1520, Marzo 13, Granada)," in Documentos 
Para La Historia De La Seda En El Reino De Granada (Siglos Xv-Xviii), ed. Rafael Marín López (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 2008), 71-73. 
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production and eliminating fraud closely resembles the language of a market 

inspector's guide written in the eleventh or twelfth century in Málaga by Abu ʿ Abd 

Allah al-Saqati.  Al-Saqati's discussion of the buying and selling of textiles focused on 

carefully classifying different qualities of silk, linen, and cotton and insisting on harsh 

penalties for overcharging for a lower-quality piece of cloth.144

Even as the Spanish became increasingly involved in legislating the kingdom’s 

silk industry, they never attempted to overhaul the Islamic system.  Rather, the crown 

and the city government adjusted the existing system only as particular needs arose.  

This meant that as the sixteenth century wore on, these small changes created a 

somewhat hybrid system that largely preserved the Nasrid system for taxation and 

regulation. 

 

The amount of taxes collected by the Spanish gradually increased throughout 

the sixteenth century.  By 1561 the Spanish were collecting nearly five times the 

amount they had collected in 1505.145  The Spanish were desperate for revenue after 

Philip II's bankruptcy in 1557, but the higher tax burden along with a 1552 prohibition 

on exporting silk from Granada crippled Morisco silk producers.146

                                                           
144 Abu 'Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Abi Muhammad al-Saqati, Un Manuel Hispanique De Hisba: Sur La 
Surveillance Des Corporations Et La Répression Des Fraudes En Espagne Musulmane, Texte Arabe, ed. G.-S. Colin 
and Evariste Lévi-Provençal (Paris: Librairie Ernest Leroux, 1931), 61-62. 

  The 1568 rebellion 

started in the Albaicín by Morisco silk workers and quickly spread to the Alpujarras, 

where the decline of the Morisco silk industry had resulted in widespread poverty.  

145 Garrad: 91-92. 

146 Ibid. 
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While the cause of the revolt cannot be reduced to only economic strife, it is clear that 

the decline in the prosperity of the Moriscos, along with new decrees in 1566 

prohibiting Arabic language and culture and an increasingly active Inquisition were all 

part of a wider assault on Morisco identity that finally led to rebellion and expulsion in 

1571.147

 

 

Expulsion: After 1570 

In the matter of silk, without Moriscos the whole business is lost, because there 
is no one who knows how to cultivate it or to spin it. . . .148

 
 

The Spanish responded to the Second Revolt of the Alpujarras in 1569 by 

sending 80,000 Granadan Moriscos on a death march to be relocated throughout 

Castile.149

                                                           
147 For the connection between the decline of the silk industry and the revolt, see Ibid.: 73-98.  For the 
more traditional account focusing on religious conflict and the Inquisition that closely follows the 
account in Mármol Carvajal., see Caro Baroja, 157-162. or Coleman, 180-182.  The number of Moriscos 
tried by the Inquisition were relatively few before 1550, but that number began to rise in the 50's and 
60's, Harris, 23. 

  The depopulation of the Alpujarras and the expulsion of most of the labor 

and artisan class of urban Granada devastated the kingdom's silk industry.  Local 

officials complained to the monarchy that their decision to relocate the Moriscos had 

devastated the kingdom's economy.  The kingdom continued to produce silk after the 

expulsion of the Moriscos in 1570, but it never again reached the level of quantity or 

quality it had with a Morisco workforce. 

148 An unnamed Granadan official in a complaint to the monarchy.  Quoted in Harris, 24. 

149 Ibid. 
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Just five years after expulsion, the Granadan representatives to the Court of 

complained to King Philip II that foreign merchants were cancelling their orders and 

leaving town, complaining that the quality of Granada's silk had declined.150  The men 

went on to report that:  ". . . of more than four thousand textile workshops that there 

were [in the city of Granada], there are not even twenty five remaining.  Of the more 

than three hundred merchants that dealt in silk, the most important have gone and 

there are not even forty left."151  Even with nearly eight hundred silk workers allowed 

to stay in Granada, the silk industry was unable to recover.152  The cities of North Africa, 

on the other hand, benefited from the population shift and the influx of skilled 

workers.  Many Moriscos continued to produce silk in their new homes.  One new 

center for Andalusian silk production was Algiers, where Moriscos dominated the silk 

industry.153

After the expulsion, the Spanish considered introducing silk cultivation in 

Mexico.  Colonial officials hoped that Indian peasants could replace the Moriscos as the 

Empire's silk producers.  By the 1550’s there were mulberry orchards in Oaxaca, 

Guerrero, Colima, Mexico, Michoacán, Nayarit, Guadalajara, Huasteca, Hidalgo, the 

  The emerging silk industries of France and Italy also benefited from 

decreased competition. 

                                                           
150 Garrad: 74. 

151 "Es cosa aberiguada que de más de cuatro myll telares que auía (en la ciudad de Granada), no an quedado beynte 
y cinco; y de más de trezientos mercaderes que tratauan en seda, se an ydo los más caudalosos y no an quedado 
quarenta . . . " Ibid.: 75. 

152 López de Coca Castañer, 57.  Garzon Pareja, 249. 

153 Ellen Friedman, "North African Piracy on the Coasts of Spain in the Seventeenth Century: A New 
Perspective on the Expulsion of the Moriscos," The International History Review 1, no. 1 (1979): 11-12. 
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Yucatán, and Puebla.154  In 1581, Trujillo native and Oaxacan encomendero Gonzalo de las 

Casas published a manual for silk cultivation, Arte nuevo para criar seda.  De las Casas had 

learned silk cultivation in Granada and wrote his manual to spread knowledge of 

proper silkworm cultivation.  He envisioned a silk industry in New Spain using native 

labor that could produce high quality Granadan-style fibers.155  However, Mexico’s 

short-lived silk boom ended as cheaper silk from China became available from the 

Manila Galleon.156  After the 1580’s, Spain turned to inexpensive Chinese silk imported 

through the Philippines to supply their empire with the most luxurious of fabrics.  The 

flood of Chinese textiles into the markets of Spain and its colonies further marginalized 

whatever minor industry had managed to survive the expulsion.157

  

 

                                                           
154 Antonio Garrido Aranda, "Estudio Preliminar," in Arte Nuevo Para Criar Seda, ed. Antonio Garrido 
Aranda (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996), 28. 

155 Karoline Cook, “Forbidden Crossings: Morisco Emigration to Spanish America, 1492-1650” (Princeton 
University, 2008), 91. 

156 Richard E. Boyer and Geoffrey Spurling, Colonial Lives: Documents on Latin American History, 1550-1850 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 8. 

157 Henry Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492-1763 (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 291. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The Morisco silk industry provides a new perspective on the conquest of 

Granada that both corresponds with the ways that historians have understood the 

conquest for years and provides new ways of understanding the processes of change in 

fifteenth and sixteenth century Granada.  The Spanish takeover of the Granadan silk 

industry was gradual and mirrored the processes of conversion, oppression, and 

expulsion.  As the Spanish pushed their policies of oppression by forcing conversion 

and forbidding the Arabic language and Islamic culture, they also increasingly 

interfered in the economic life of the kingdom.  Spanish silk policy underlines the ways 

that the Spanish ultimately decided that religious purity and international security 

were more important than stable economic policy. 

 However, the Spanish were clearly concerned about the effect the expulsion 

would have on the economy.  They knew it would likely be a disaster.  In a final attempt 

to preserve the silk industry, the crown allowed nearly a thousand Morisco women to 

stay and apply their skills to the now Christian-controlled manufacture of silk. 158

                                                           
158 López de Coca Castañer, 57.  Garzon Pareja, 249. 

  We 

do not know what happened to those women or why their labor could not save the silk 

industry.  Perhaps they were too few, or perhaps they did not stay after all.  Women 

who did stay would have been expelled during the final expulsion of the Moriscos from 

all of Castile in 1609, unless they or their daughters had married into Old Christian 



74 
 

families and given up their Morisco identities.  It is difficult to imagine what incentive 

the king might have offered to convince these women to stay while their families were 

forcibly relocated north.  Robbed of their language, culture, identity, and now their 

families, staying behind as a low-paid cultivator or spinner cannot have been an 

appealing option for many women.  In any event, whatever exceptions the crown tried 

to make to save the economy failed miserably, and Granada would never have a 

significant silk industry again. 

 Many Moriscos resisted integration by keeping their Islamic and Arab culture.  

Other Moriscos intermarried with Christian families, learned Spanish, and gave up all 

Islamic practices in favor of attending the local parish church.159

 These represent the variety of strategies that Morisco families used to survive, 

resist, and cooperate with Christian authorities.  In the story of the Morisco silk 

industry, all of these strategies appear as Moriscos used their skill in silk as a tool with 

which to negotiate their status with Christian officials.  Silk work provided for the basic 

day-to-day needs of Morisco families.  When silk could no longer ensure survival, as 

  Morisco silk 

producers, including many women, cooperated with Christian officials by paying their 

taxes and providing silk for Spanish merchants and markets.  Morisco silk producers 

also rejected and resisted the Castilian takeover with the violence of the Second Revolt 

of the Alpujarras. 

                                                           
159 Morisco assimilation was studied by García Pedraza, Actitudes Ante La Muerte En La Granada Del Siglo Xvi : 
Los Moriscos Que Quisieron Salvarse. 



75 
 

during the Second Revolt of the Alpujarras, Moriscos fled Granada and took their silk 

work with them to North Africa.   
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