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In 1526, an image of the Virgin Mary in the Aragonese church of Tobet 
broke out in a sweat. For thirty- six straight hours, perspiration dripped from 
this Madonna — enough that it filled a glass, wrote Marcos Guadalajara y 
Xavier, a Carmelite friar who described the miracle in a book published in 
1613. He believed it was no coincidence that the Madonna had become so 
palpably distressed in 1526, the year when the Muslims in the crown of Ara-
gon began to suffer the same fate that had been meted out to their coreli-
gionists in the kingdom of Castile a quarter of a century earlier: conversion 
to Christianity by royal decree. The statue sweating at the same time as the 
waters of baptism were splashing over thousands of angry and resistant con-
verts was, Guadalajara y Xavier wrote, “an omen of the apostasies” that these 
new Christians would commit and a presentiment of the “damage that this 
vile and bestial people would inflict on Spain.”1 

Like many (though certainly not all) of his contemporaries, Guada-
lajara y Xavier believed that baptismal chrism hadn’t washed the taint of Islam 
from the Moriscos, the forcibly converted Muslims and their descendants. 
This friar considered all Moriscos to be instead crypto- Muslims — people 
whose very presence in Spain endangered the Christian faith and the Chris-
tian realm. They were thus Mary’s enemies rather than her spiritual children, 
the status enjoyed by “Old Christians,” men and women, that is, unstained 
by either Jewish or Muslim ancestry.

For almost a century, wrote Guadalajara y Xavier, the “thick and 
radiant pearls” of the Virgin’s sweat stayed fresh. They served as remind-
ers of Mary’s continuing anxiety over the transgressions against Spain and 
against Christianity perpetrated by the Moriscos. During the last years of 
his life, Philip II (d. 1598) himself could contemplate the precious liquid as 
he pondered what to do about his Morisco subjects — in 1590, said Guadala-
jara y Xavier, this relic- obsessed ruler obtained some of the Virgin of Tobet’s 
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perspiration for his already colossal collection of holy remains. It was only 
in 1610 that the Madonna’s “miraculous sweat” evaporated, simultaneously 
disappearing from the vessel guarded at Tobet and the container in Madrid. 
To Guadalajara y Xavier, it was obvious why the Virgin had finally relaxed: 
in 1610, the Moriscos living in the area around Tobet had packed up the 
few belongings they were allowed to take with them and left behind their 
homes, ordered into exile along with their fellows from elsewhere in Aragon 
and all across Castile.2

This story told by Guadalajara y Xavier made the Madonna into 
the patron of the Expulsion of the Moriscos from Spain, its prophetess even. 
This vast movement of people, which turned several hundred thousand men, 
women, and children into refugees practically overnight, began in 1609 at 
the order of Philip III (d. 1621) and ended a year after Guadalajara y Xavier 
published his book. Knowing that the Moriscos could never be good Chris-
tians, Mary had in effect foreseen that their baptism would eventually neces-
sitate their removal from Christian soil.

Yet if Our Lady of Tobet was pained by the very existence of these 
New Christians and relieved by their expulsion, another Spanish Madonna 
was at the same time happily receiving the prayers uttered both by some 
exiled Moriscos living in North Africa and by a cluster of Old Christians 
on the other side of the Mediterranean. Her name was La Virgen del  
Sacromonte — and her complex history introduces considerable grey into 
the starkly black- and- white picture of irreconcilable religious antagonism 
between Moriscos and Old Christians that Guadalajara y Xavier painted 
with his perspiring Madonna.

As we’ll see, those early modern Spaniards who created the Virgin 
of the Sacromonte deliberately shaded her figure to eliminate the possibil-
ity that, through Mary, a sharp line could be drawn separating Moriscos 
and Old Christians. The authors of this Madonna’s portrait were them-
selves New Christians of Muslim descent. In some ways, their Virgin was as 
peculiarly Morisco as Guadalajara y Xavier’s Madonna was Old Christian. 
Yet these Moriscos also shaped their Madonna in the hopes of transcend-
ing these very categories. They were in fact radicals, proposing in the Vir-
gin of the Sacromonte a vision of early modern Spain certainly not shared  
by Old Christians like Guadalajara y Xavier — and not even by all their fel-
low Moriscos.

In crafting their Madonna, these men rejected an understanding 
of Mary as religious boundary, a view common enough in late sixteenth-
 century Spain that it influenced many Christian civic and popular traditions 
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and colored the worldview of some Moriscos. Both those Old Christians 
suspicious that all Moriscos were secret Muslims and those Moriscos who 
tried to cling to Islamic beliefs and practices often found in Mary the means 
to deny the Moriscos’ Christianity. But in the Virgin of the Sacromonte, 
some Moriscos instead proposed the Madonna as the patron saint of those 
New Christians who were proud of their Muslim ancestry. These Moris-
cos fashioned their category- defying Virgin in documents still famed as the 
most audacious, ingenious, and scandalous of all the myriad forgeries pro-
duced by history- mad and falsification- prone early modern Spaniards.

The Sacromonte scriptures

In the name of God the Clement and the Merciful, O God, our 
Lord, we believe in the truth of your Word, through which you 
sent Our Lord Jesus, your Spirit, and [we believe] in the truth of 
the sublime Gospel, revealed on the Sacromonte and written by 
the hand of Our Lady Mary, one of the scriptures . . . that you 
brought down to her and that you ordered her to send to  
the earth.3

These words were copied down sometime in the late sixteenth or early seven-
teenth century in the Arabic of North Africa that the exiled Moriscos learned 
to speak in their new Maghrebi homes. But in this prayer, Moriscos invoked 
a Madonna indigenous to the land from which they had been expelled. She 
had her origins in the city that had been the capital of the last Muslim king-
dom on the Iberian Peninsula before falling to Ferdinand and Isabel’s forces 
in 1492: Granada.

In the early seventeenth century, many of the Old Christian immi-
grants who had settled in Granada (including the civic elite and the arch-
bishop) felt passionate devotion for the Virgin mentioned in the Morisco 
prayer. Like the Moriscos, they believed that she had composed sacred scrip-
tures — new gospels almost — that had been unearthed in the 1590s in the 
caves of the Sacromonte, a hill that rose sharply just to the east of Granada 
and afforded a view of the fabled courtyards and towers of the Alhambra.

Old Christians and Moriscos thus shared the Virgin of Sacromonte. 
But this Madonna’s Old Christian devotees in Granada generally chose to 
gloss over something that was crucial to her Morisco admirers: she was a lover 
of Arabs, the people, that is, whom the Moriscos claimed as their ancestors.4 
In the scriptures discovered on the Sacromonte, the Virgin lavishes praise 



548 Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies / 41.3 / 2011

upon the Arabs, openly proclaiming their “excellence.” She also lauds Arabic 
as supreme among all languages, comparing its preeminence over its rivals 
to the “superiority of the sun over the stars of heaven.”5 She even orders that 
these new scriptures she has received from heaven be recorded in Arabic —  
and so they were, albeit in rather contorted characters.6

Between 1595 and 1599, some twenty of these Arabic texts were 
found in the caves of the Sacromonte. Incised onto palm- sized circular sheets 
of lead, they soon gained the name of los libros plúmbeos or the Lead Books.7 
They contained a series of revelations and prophecies that the Virgin — along 
with Saint James, famed by the thirteenth century as Spain’s apostle — had 
dictated to two of James’s disciples, a pair of brothers called Cecilio and Tesi-
fon. According to the Lead Books, these men were well- suited for the charge 
laid upon them by Mary and James to record the new teachings in Arabic. 
Cecilio and Tesifon were Arabs, born in the “province of Hus in Arabia 
Minor” and originally named Aben Athar and Aben Alradi. One was blind 
from birth and the other deaf- mute. With hopes of finding healing for them, 
their father brought them to Jesus. Jesus cured the boys, then baptized them, 
gave them their new names, and entrusted them to the apostle James.8

According to the Lead Books, among the texts that these Arab con-
verts translated into their mother tongue was an account of some very spe-
cial revelations engraved on tablets of precious stone that Mary had received 
from God through the angel Gabriel — objects reminiscent of those gifts 
God had bestowed on Moses at Mount Sinai. Readers of the Lead Books 
learned how the Virgin herself made copies of these divinely delivered texts, 
inscribing them onto lead sheets.9 She then took the original stone tablets 
for safekeeping to the Mount of Olives, where, with a flash of light, the hill 
opened to receive them. Giving the lead copies to Santiago, Mary instructed 
him to bring them along on his journey to Spain. In that land, she predicted, 
he would find a place consecrated by miracle and should deposit the books 
there. Naturally, this Spanish avatar of the Mount of Olives is Granada’s 
Sacromonte, where the ground shakes when James rests the lead sheets upon 
it and a corpse rises alive from a tomb on the hillside.10

The Lead Books relate that Santiago and his disciples rested in 
Sacromonte’s caves for forty days to recover from their evangelical labors. 
Among the apostle’s companions were his two Arab disciples, Cecilio and 
Tesifon, the scribes of the Lead Books. This pair eventually undertook their 
own missionary enterprises around Granada, and Cecilio even became the 
city’s first bishop. According to several plaques of lead discovered along with 
the Lead Books but written in Latin rather than Arabic, both men enjoyed a 
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glorious end: they were martyred in the caves where they had once lingered 
with Santiago.11

The historical vision that the Lead Books offered to early mod-
ern Granadans of their city drew on medieval legends both about James as 
Spain’s evangelist and about the seven preachers supposedly sent by Peter and 
Paul to convert Spain.12 Uniting the older stories, the new legend reworked 
them to set Granada — a place whose sanctity was foretold by the Virgin — in 
the foreground. Although some Granadan intellectuals with a keen nose 
for forgery were immediately suspicious of the Lead Books’ authenticity on 
historical and philological grounds, many of the city’s Old Christian resi-
dents enthusiastically received the news that Sacromonte’s caves contained 
relics from Christianity’s apostolic era. Whether members of the elite or the 
more humble classes, these men and women welcomed the idea that deep at 
their city’s foundation lay a distinguished Christian past that had persisted 
throughout the long centuries of Muslim domination in the form of the rel-
ics hidden on the Sacromonte. Granadans were proud that they could now 
claim the sort of civic history that many cities and towns across Castile were 
busily inventing in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a narrative of 
how their community’s Christianity was so firmly planted in the soil of the 
pre- 711 era that it had defied all Muslim efforts to uproot it.13

In appropriating the spectacular Sacromonte finds, Granada’s Old 
Christian civic boosters generally avoided mentioning that the relics guaran-
teeing their city’s perduring Christianity were, according to the Lead Books, 
the bodily remains of Arabs.14 They also didn’t adopt the Lead Books’ insis-
tence that the first — indeed the only — resident of the Iberian Peninsula con-
verted by Saint James to Christianity was himself an Arab.15 Nor were Old 
Christians eager to embrace Mary’s Arabo- philic side that was so marked in 
the new scriptures. Yet all these Arabicizing elements of the Lead Books and 
of the Madonna they portrayed were vital to Morisco devotees of the Virgin 
of the Sacromonte and to the talented and learned men who had forged the 
texts describing her.

Today, it is generally agreed that the creators of the Lead Books 
were probably erudite and elite Moriscos living in Granada, though there 
is no complete consensus on just which members of this community were 
involved in the scheme and whether they had some Old Christian collabora-
tors.16 Whoever they were, the forgers did their work in the shadow of the 
traumas that had afflicted Granada’s Moriscos in the 1560s and 1570s. In 
1567, Granada’s officials had attempted to enforce new regulations intended 
to push the Moriscos further down the path of cultural assimilation that was 
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so often the goal of the official policies aimed at this group of New Chris-
tians. Arabic was forbidden, as were traditional styles of dress identified as 
“Moorish,” along with visits to the baths. Moriscos were also not to call 
each other by their Arabic names. After failed attempts by Morisco leaders 
and aristocrats to gain exemptions from these strictures for their communi-
ties, many of Granada’s Moriscos took to arms, especially those living in the 
Alpujarras, the mountain valleys edging the Sierra Nevada. Over the next 
several years, Castilian troops gradually quelled the rebellion. Once the back 
of the resistance had been broken, Moriscos were deported en masse from 
the kingdom of Granada and scattered among communities of their fellows 
living elsewhere in Castile.17

Some elite Moriscos, however, received permission to remain in 
Granada after the deportations of the 1570s. Other Moriscos stayed on ille-
gally in the areas that had been their families’ homes for centuries, while 
others returned clandestinely after having obeyed the order to leave. At the 
time of the Lead Books’ production, there were perhaps some ten thousand 
Moriscos living in the kingdom of Granada.18 But even those Moriscos who 
had been granted the right to stay on in Granada knew that their status was 
precarious, for in the 1580s the royal council began to debate seriously the 
possibility of expelling all Moriscos from Spain.

Through the Lead Books, the forgers tried to articulate a vision 
of Christianity — past, present, and future — that could meet the needs of 
Granada’s endangered Morisco community and perhaps even counter the 
arguments being made to the royal council in favor of expulsion. The Lead 
Books, for example, rehabilitate Arabic, the language that the Moriscos 
considered their own and that they had been barred from speaking by the 
decree of 1567. The texts discovered on the Sacromonte elevate Arabic as the 
language of salvation and the tongue favored by no less an authority than 
the Virgin Mary. And if Arabs were among the original Christians, as the 
Lead Books declared, then Moriscos themselves could claim a distinguished 
and pure lineage stretching back to the apostolic era, an ethnic heritage that 
made them more than the equal of so- called Old Christians. This noble 
genealogy might have appealed especially to those Moriscos belonging to the 
same comfortable milieu from which the forgers themselves probably came; 
the Morisco elite in Granada sought to defend its right to the privileges and 
tax exemptions that accompanied noble rank.19

In the Lead Books, genealogy also served as the guarantee of Chris-
tian status, as was so often the case in early modern Spain. If the authors 
of these texts sought to prove that Moriscos were ethnically worthy mem-
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bers of Spanish society, they also tried to present these people as reli-
giously acceptable: since Arabs had been devout members — even prominent  
leaders — of the primitive Church, their descendants rightfully belonged to 
the contemporary Christian community. Yet the creators of the Lead Books 
also attempted to forge a Christianity that would be acceptable to the Moris-
cos themselves.

Modern interpretations of the nature of the religious faith presented 
by the Sacromonte texts differ widely, depending on whether one sees the 
Moriscos as primarily the kind of crypto- Muslims so disturbing to the Vir-
gin of Tobet or rather as men and women trying their best to be good Chris-
tians or even as diverse individuals scattered along the spectrum between 
these two extremes. This much, however, is clear: Old Christians reading the 
Lead Books could, if they so wished, find in these new scriptures a portrait 
of Christianity that more or less corresponded to their own practices and 
beliefs. They could dismiss any odd turns of phrase or surprising vocabulary 
as evidence confirming the texts’ antiquity. Yet, if Moriscos themselves so 
wished, they could discern in the same texts a version of Christianity care-
fully cut along the pattern of Islam.20 

Some historians argue that the Islamicized Christianity of the Lead 
Books was the natural result of a century of symbiosis between Old Chris-
tians and Moriscos that capped hundreds of years of coexistence and cul-
tural mingling between Muslims and Christians on the Iberian Peninsula.21 
In this view, the Lead Books become proof for what one scholar sees as the 
widespread successful assimilation of the Moriscos into Christian society 
and evidence of their belief that the Bible and the Qur’an could easily be 
harmonized.22 Yet other historians find in the Lead Books a rather deliberate 
and opportunistic syncretism designed to reinforce the Moriscos’ cultural 
identity and bolster their sense of self- worth in the dangerous climate of the 
late sixteenth century.23 It has also been argued that underlying the Sac-
romonte texts was the sort of subversive activity Inquisitors were always on 
the look out for among Moriscos: secret adherence to Islam camouflaged by 
a thin veneer of Christianity. One historian has even gone so far as to assert 
that the Lead Books formed the vanguard of what was intended as a hostile 
stealth takeover of Christianity by crypto- Muslims intent on restoring Islam 
to a position of preeminence in Spain.24

Whichever tack modern historians take, they agree on the features 
of the Lead Books that render these texts such religious hybrids. The Lead 
Books, for example, tend to downplay or even avoid those Christian doc-
trines that Muslims found objectionable, such as the Trinity. These texts 
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emphasize instead God’s unity, at times even expressing this notion with a 
line taken right from the Islamic profession of faith: “There is no God but 
God.” True, the authors of the Lead Books didn’t go so far as to quote the 
next line of the shahada: “And Muhammad is His prophet.” Instead, they 
usually concluded the proclamation of God’s unity with an invocation of 
Jesus as “the Spirit of God.” Only those Christians who realized that this 
formulation was a very Islamic way of describing Jesus might understand 
that the Lead Books deliberately used it in order to avoid calling him the 
Son of God — Muslims believed Jesus was a prophet but found the notion 
that God could have diminished his majesty by having a son both risible and 
offensive. The Sacromonte texts in fact follow the Qur’an in eschewing any 
reference to Jesus’s paternity, describing him instead as Mary’s son.25

Oddly, in all the discussion of the Islamicizing tendencies of the 
Lead Books — and indeed of the whole Lead Books affair — there has been 
relatively little attention paid to the Virgin herself.26 Yet she is one of the 
main characters in the Lead Books, if not the main character: all but two 
of these twenty- odd texts refer to her frequently, and six of them take her as 
their focus.27 To be sure, historians have pointed out how the Sacromonte 
texts so strongly emphasize Mary’s perfect purity that they become scrip-
tural proof for the Immaculate Conception, a controversial Christian doc-
trine that was becoming increasingly popular in early modern Granada and 
in cities and towns all across Spain and its New World possessions.28 One 
scholar has even argued that as the authors of the Lead Books deftly limned 
their portrait of a spotless Virgin, they drew on ideas from the Qur’an and 
the hadith.29

Yet much more remains to be said about the Madonna of the Sac-
romonte, especially if we place her in the cultural crucible in which she was 
forged. The melting pot from which she emerged was formed not only by 
the local peculiarities of life in late sixteenth- century Granada — a subject 
that modern historians of the Lead Books have thoroughly explored — but 
also by something that has received much less attention: the Marian lan-
guage that early modern Spaniards, whether Old Christians or Moriscos, 
often used to define the relationship between Islam and Christianity. As the 
creators of the Lead Books crafted their Virgin, they consciously responded 
to this Marian vocabulary, which was so present in early modern Spain that 
it had even impressed itself on Granada’s own civic life. In order to under-
stand the Virgin of the Sacromonte, we need then first to understand the 
ideas about Mary and Islam that belonged to the complex cultural milieus 
of the men who fashioned her.



Remensnyder / Beyond Muslim and Christian 553

Mary between Christians and Muslims in early modern Spain

The creators of the Lead Books would exploit to the full a fact that many 
of their contemporaries — whether Moriscos or Old Christians — denied: 
Jesus’s mother belonged as much to the religion that some Moriscos prac-
ticed in secret as she did to Christianity. The sacred book of Islam itself is 
unstinting in its praise of Mary. “O Mary, indeed God has favored you and 
made you immaculate, and chosen you from all the women of the world” 
(3:42). Thus the angels hail her in the Qur’an, their words distinctly echoing 
those that Gabriel utters in the Gospel of Luke (1:28) as he greets the future 
mother of God.30 According to the Qur’an, Mary — or Maryam as she was 
and is known in Arabic — fully deserves this angelic praise. She is one of the 
great figures of virtue that Islam inherited from its monotheistic predeces-
sors. The allusive poetry of Islamic revelation spreads her fragmentary story 
over several suras, including one entitled “Maryam” — the only sura to be 
named after a woman.31

From conception, Maryam is the model of obedience to and service 
to God — of islam. While she is still in the womb, her mother dedicates her 
to God. Upon her birth, her parents give her into the keeping of Zachariah, 
a pious man. Miraculously nourished with food from God, Maryam grows 
up. Then angels, according to one sura, and a divinely sent “spirit,” accord-
ing to another, bring her the startling news that she will bear a special son, “a 
sign for men and a blessing” from God — a prophet (19:21). “How can I have 
a son,” she protests as she does in the Christian Gospels, “when no man has 
touched me, nor am I sinful?” In response, she receives a lesson in submis-
sion to God’s will: “That is how God creates what He wills” (3:47).

After Maryam conceives through God “breath[ing] a new life” into 
her (21:91, 66:12), she withdraws to a “distant place” (19:22). There, achingly 
alone in the shade of a date palm, she gives birth.32 When she cries out from 
the pains of labor, a voice comforts her, telling her to drink from a stream 
that has miraculously appeared and to eat the fruit of the tree under which 
she has taken shelter. Yet one more trial awaits her. Maryam presents the 
child to “her people,” who are shocked and accuse her of fornication. A mere 
newborn yet already endowed with the eloquence befitting a prophet, Jesus 
answers their charges and clears his mother’s name.

This is the spare portrait of Maryam brushed in the Qur’an — a 
woman chosen by God and touched by miracle from a young age, the vir-
ginal mother of a prophet, a model of devotion “who believed the words of 
her Lord and his Books and was among the obedient” (66:12). It was left to 
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early medieval Muslim writers to fill in the many details of her life left blank 
by their scriptures. Soon Islamic texts began, for example, to mention Joseph 
and describe the Flight into Egypt.33 The most miraculous — and puzzling —  
experiences of Maryam’s life received intense scrutiny. How, wondered eru-
dite Muslims, had she actually conceived her son? Did Maryam menstruate? 
If so, was her purity defiled?

As early medieval commentators on the Qur’an sought to answer 
these and other questions posed by the scriptural portrait of Maryam, they 
shaped her as a paragon of virtue and purity.34 By the tenth century, Islamic 
writers who were slowly sculpting select female members of the Prophet’s 
household (Khadija, his first wife; ‘Aisha, his youngest and supposedly 
favorite wife; and Fatima, his daughter) into epitomes of feminine virtue 
even looked to Mary as their model and worked to bring out their subjects’ 
likeness to her.35 How strongly Maryam’s impressive role as exemplar in the 
scriptural and theological traditions of medieval Islam translated into the 
world of living devotion is another question. She certainly didn’t elicit any-
where near the pious ardor aroused by the most popular of the women cast 
in her image: Fatima.36 Nonetheless, Maryam had an honorable place in the 
larger landscape of Islamic belief and practice.

During the High Middle Ages, many Christians living in Castile 
and Aragon realized that the Virgin straddled the frontier between their 
own faith and that of their Muslim neighbors. Erudite intellectuals able to 
read Arabic weren’t the only Christians familiar with Mary’s presence in 
Islam, for everyone from rulers to more ordinary folk could hear miracle sto-
ries celebrating how Muslims entered churches to pay their respects to Jesus’s 
mother and gave proof in other ways of their reverence for her.37 But by the 
later fifteenth century, such tales were eclipsed by ones hinting instead at a 
reluctance to recognize Mary’s role in Islam, a stance that had hardened into 
refusal by the sixteenth century.

By the time the Lead Books were discovered, many Spanish Chris-
tians believed that the Madonna belonged exclusively to their faith. Golden 
Age playwrights and authors of novelistic histories of al- Andalus spun 
romantic tales worthy of Washington Irving peopled by Muslim queens 
and princes who apparently had never heard of Mary before but rushed 
to the baptismal font when Christians told them of her existence.38 The 
same audiences enthralled by such literary fantasies could listen to other 
stories that even made Muslims into the Virgin’s sworn enemies, as happens 
in one of the ballads that were such a popular form of sixteenth- century  
entertainment.
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This poem, which was in circulation by 1550, features a Muslim 
king who rides out from Granada with his knights. Among them is a tor-
nadizo from Seville, a convert from Islam to Christianity. When each mem-
ber of the company begins to boast about the charms of his lady love, the 
tornadizo declares that his amiga is “pale and rosy like the sunrise,” a descrip-
tion that arouses the Muslim king’s lust. When the ruler demands that the 
tornadizo deliver this beauty to him, the man reaches into his shirt and pulls 
out an image of the Virgin. Upon seeing her, the king falls into a rage and 
orders that the tornadizo be thrown into chains.39

In this ballad, Mary is so alien to Islam that the tornadizo’s love for 
her necessarily declares his allegiance to Christianity, and the mere sight of 
her equally necessarily infuriates a Muslim. Other early modern Christian 
tales took the next logical step by framing Muslims as actively dangerous to 
the Virgin. Such stories became so familiar to Spaniards that the celebrated 
Golden Age author Félix Lope de Vega (d. 1635) made them the crux of an 
important scene in one of his plays. The star of this drama is a Moroccan 
prince named Muley Jeque, one of those Muslims who decides to convert 
to Christianity upon hearing about Mary. As he moves toward baptism, 
he wishes to find out more about the different Marian images he has seen. 
Muley Jeque receives this illuminating answer from a friar:

Many of them [i.e., the statues] date from the time when you 
[Muslims] destroyed the Christian nation of Spain. . . . the 
Christians buried these excellent statues in the hills, since they 
feared savage hands on their relics. . . . And when afterwards the 
Christians gained with a thousand battles the lands they had lost 
earlier, the images appeared in the hills of various regions.40

The earliest of these legends featuring supposedly Visigothic (or older) Mar-
ian images that had been hidden away from the Muslim threat in 711 only to 
reemerge miraculously hundreds of years later with the advance of Christian 
military conquests appears to date from the late fourteenth century (although 
the first extant versions of the complete story belong to manuscripts of the 
early fifteenth century). By then, pilgrims visiting the increasingly important 
Marian pilgrimage shrine of Guadalupe in the hills of Extremadura heard 
how the Madonna they venerated there had spent centuries buried under-
ground, waiting to reveal herself until Christians had driven Muslims from 
the region.41

As the speech given by Lope de Vega’s friar indicates, the Virgin of 
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Guadalupe didn’t enjoy a monopoly on this sensational life story for long. 
Within a century or so, similar legends graced many of her sisters enshrined 
on church altars all across Castile. Some of these Marian statues and paint-
ings were even reputed to have survived the centuries of Muslim domina-
tion by defiantly occupying the precincts of mosques. According to one 
seventeenth- century legend, for example, the Virgin of La Almudena in 
Madrid had spent her long years of concealment walled up in the masonry 
of a Muslim prayer hall.42 The residents of Seville believed that their Virgin 
of la Antigua had accomplished a rather more spectacular feat. By the late 
fifteenth century, it was rumored that she had defied the era of Islamic rule 
from a visible spot in the city’s main mosque and had thwarted the Muslims’ 
efforts to remove her.43 

It is easy to understand why there was such a vogue for such sto-
ries in early modern Spain. As cities and towns consciously repressed their 
centuries- long Muslim pasts in order to construct histories for themselves as 
intrinsically Christian civic communities, they transformed their cherished 
Marian images into guarantees of this heritage. As icons of civic identity, 
these Madonnas thus came to bear a meaning not so different from the 
significance many Old Christian Granadans would attribute to the bones of 
Saint Cecilio and company. In fact, as the authors of the Lead Books must 
have known, enshrined in Granada’s own cathedral was a Madonna distin-
guished with this highly desirable pedigree, though she wasn’t native to their 
city: Our Lady of la Antigua.44 It is no accident that this statue bore the 
name of a Virgin so important to the self- image of Seville, the Andalusian 
city whose growth in importance and wealth over the sixteenth century was 
the inverse of Granada’s own rapidly declining fortunes.45 In choosing this 
Madonna as one of their civic patrons, Granadans gave voice to their rivalry 
with Seville. At the same time, they tailored her history to suit the particular 
circumstances of their city’s recent incorporation into Christendom.

As told by a seventeenth- century historian of Granada named Fran-
cisco Bermúdez de Pedraza (d. 1655), the Virgin of la Antigua’s story added a 
deliberately martial twist to the familiar motifs of concealment and discovery 
and thus intensified the sense of enmity between Muslims and Mary usu-
ally conveyed in such tales. During “the loss of Spain,” explains Bermúdez, 
Visigothic Christians had hidden this Marian statue from the Muslims in 
a cave somewhere between Avila and Segovia. After Christians “recovered” 
these cities centuries later, they found the Madonna. Queen Isabel, “who 
was living at that time in Segovia,” gave the statue to her husband, King 
Ferdinand. As the queen intended, writes Bermúdez, the king embraced this 
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Virgin as his battle companion. The Marian image accompanied him on his 
military expeditions against the Muslims, even watching over his conquest 
of Granada from a “triumphal carriage” commissioned by Isabel. Bermúdez 
then relates how immediately after the fall of the Nasrid capital, Ferdinand 
and Isabel rendered jubilant thanks to Our Lady of la Antigua and ceremo-
niously introduced her to the city that would be her new home. According to 
Bermúdez, this Madonna was thus as much a symbol of the military victory 
that extinguished al- Andalus as she was of the Christian continuity joining 
Spain’s past to its present.46 

By the late sixteenth century, Granadans knew yet another Marian 
story about Ferdinand and Isabel’s conquest of their city. Featuring a Mus-
lim who is at first completely ignorant of Mary but who then aggressively 
wages war on her after hearing her name, this story even more insistently 
claims the Virgin exclusively for Christianity and fashions her as barricade 
between that faith and Islam. Often known as “The Ave Maria,” this tale 
enjoyed far greater fame than the legend about Granada’s Virgin of la Anti-
gua, for it was the subject of ballads popular all across Spain.47 Those early 
modern Castilians lucky enough to attend performances of two of Lope de 
Vega’s plays written in the last decades of the sixteenth century could even 
watch the dramatic events of “The Ave Maria” come to life on the stage.48 

The legend of “The Ave Maria” had its origin in rumors that began 
to circulate quite soon after 1492. They focused on the exploits of one of 
Ferdinand and Isabel’s knights, Hernando del Pulgar, who was reputed to 
have slipped into Granada under the cover of darkness one night when the 
city was still ruled by the Nasrids. Once inside Granada’s walls, he made his 
way to the main mosque and, according to his epitaph of 1531, snubbed the 
city’s Islamic lords by “tak[ing] possession” of the building.49 By the later 
sixteenth century, Christian imagination had filled in the details of Pulgar’s 
adventure. Now everyone knew that he had announced Christianity’s claim 
to Granada’s mosque by defiantly nailing to its door a piece of parchment on 
which was written the Ave Maria, that great prayer in praise of God’s mother 
recited by devout Christians to the click of rosary beads.

It didn’t take long for this story about Pulgar’s deeds to blend with 
another one in which the Ave Maria starred in the conquest of Granada 
itself. Early modern Spaniards knew many versions of this tale, but the gist 
of it remained the same. The Muslim Tarfe, brother to the last Islamic king 
of Granada, rides out from the city to prove his valor against Ferdinand 
and Isabel’s forces. He also intends to humiliate Jesus’s mother, a woman of 
whose existence he was completely unaware until, as in one of Lope de Vega’s 
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plays, he receives some information about her from a Christian convert to 
Islam. This renegade tells Tarfe that the Christians rely on “a powerful prin-
cess [infanta] whom they say is the holy mother of the god they adore.”50

When Tarfe reaches the Christian lines, he wheels his horse around. 
Fluttering from its tail is a parchment bearing the words of the Ave Maria 
(in some renderings, it’s the very same document with which Pulgar had dis-
figured the mosque’s door). Rage fills the Christians as they contemplate the 
horse’s rump. To rescue the Ave Maria from its ignominy and to avenge the 
Virgin’s honor, a young knight named Garcilaso de la Vega challenges Tarfe 
to single combat. This Christian man returns triumphant from the field, 
chanting Mary’s praises and bearing as his trophies the Muslim’s bloody 
head and the Ave Maria parchment.

By the seventeenth century, the city of Granada had chosen a play 
based on Lope’s work as the centerpiece for its annual festivities on Janu-
ary 2 commemorating Ferdinand and Isabel’s ceremonial entrance into the 
city. For hundreds of years, actors would don costumes to perform the ritual 
exchange of Marian insults, the elaborate battle scenes, the burlesque inter-
ludes, and lovers’ trysts required by the script of the Triunfo del Ave Maria.51 
The meaning that this play held for its Granadan audiences changed over the 
centuries. But watching the drama as it unfolded — Pulgar driving his nail 
into the mosque door, the Muslims tearing off the parchment bearing the 
Marian prayer, Tarfe taunting the Christians with his horse’s hindquarters, 
and Garcilaso vanquishing the Moorish prince — the Old Christian citizens 
of early modern Granada saw enacted something they already knew from 
stories about Marian statues like Our Lady of la Antigua: Muslims were the 
Madonna’s remorseless enemies.

Placed against this cultural backdrop, Guadalajara y Xavier’s tale of 
the Virgin of Tobet’s Morisco- induced anguish makes sense. If adherence to 
Islam was believed necessarily to involve ignorance and hatred of Mary, it 
was natural enough for those early modern Spaniards who branded Moris-
cos as crypto- Muslims to condemn this people as her foes also. To be sure, 
not all Old Christians shared this view. Lope de Vega, for example, wrote a 
scene for one of his plays portraying festively dressed Moriscos who strum 
guitars and sing in honor of the Virgin of la Cabeza, a popular Andalusian 
Madonna.52 Yet many Moriscos themselves would have agreed with Guada-
lajara y Xavier’s characterization of their attitude toward Jesus’s mother, 
while others, including those men involved with the production of the Lead 
Books, would have vehemently disputed it and preferred Lope’s vision.
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The Virgin and Morisco identities 

Some, or even many, Moriscos may have believed Mary to be the perpetu-
ally virginal mother of God that, as baptized Christians, they should have 
thought she was. Yet it is almost impossible for us in the twenty- first century 
to hear the voices of those Moriscos who did embrace an entirely normative 
Christian view of Jesus’s mother. These men and women simply aren’t audi-
ble in most of the extant sources that transmit Morisco perspectives. The 
bulk of these documents are either Inquisition records or texts composed 
in aljamiado (Spanish vernacular written in Arabic characters) by Moris-
cos themselves. The raison d’être of such texts was to assert the difference 
between the Moriscos and their Old Christian neighbors, whether the sort 
of differences teased out (or created) by the inquisitors’ questions or those 
declared in the script and vocabulary of aljamiado. Completely religiously 
assimilated Moriscos naturally didn’t appear in such documents. Nor were 
such thoroughly Christianized men and women likely to be mentioned in 
the writings of those Moriscos who after the Expulsion made their way to 
Muslim polities and strove to prove themselves staunch followers of Islam.53

Instead, we can encounter Moriscos whose attitudes toward Mary 
made a nonnormative relationship to Christianity into the foundation for 
being Morisco.54 This was an identity category that didn’t mean the same 
thing to each individual who claimed it. As one of the most brilliant modern 
scholars working on this subject has argued, being Morisco didn’t imply a 
fixed set of characteristics but rather “depended exclusively on the will to be 
[a Morisco], to feel oneself Morisco and to be perceived as Morisco by oth-
ers.”55 The range of ways Moriscos talked about Mary itself underscores how 
erroneous it would be to reduce their identity simply to crypto- Muslims. 

Few Moriscos could fully escape the Christian culture that sur-
rounded them, try as they might. Even a young Morisco man who so con-
sciously considered himself a Muslim that he wrote doctrinal works about 
Islam and planned to make the hajj to Mecca freely appropriated language 
from a famous Christian devotional text and applied it to the religion he 
secretly espoused.56 It is likely that Moriscos were as familiar as their Old 
Christian neighbors with the stories circulating about Marian statues such 
as Granada’s Our Lady of la Antigua and with the popular ballads and plays 
that so effectively hid Mary’s place in Islam. These potent Marian fictions 
apparently worked their magic on some Moriscos who did consider them-
selves Muslims, even to the point of determining these people’s understand-
ing of Islam itself. If we can trust Inquisition records, some of early modern 
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Spain’s crypto- Muslims believed that the Virgin was just as foreign to Islam 
as many Old Christians claimed she was.

“[I] don’t believe in the Virgin Mary and [I] believe in Muham-
mad”; Moriscos “believe in God but don’t have the Virgin Mary”; Moriscos 
should “be like the Moors of the kingdom of Granada who didn’t believe 
in God or Our Lady”; Moriscos call “Saint Mary . . . Saint Xaría, which in 
their language means shit” — these statements and others like them come 
from testimony given before Inquisition tribunals both by Moriscos sus-
pected of practicing Islam in secret and by their accusers.57 A symptom of 
these Moriscos’ ignorance of so much about the faith they passionately pro-
fessed, their denial of Mary’s honored place in Islam was also a sign of how 
powerfully in early modern Spain the Madonna had come to stand for the 
religion named after her son.

Other Moriscos were more subtle in how they used Mary to define 
themselves against Old Christians, directing their incredulity not at the 
Madonna herself but instead at a tenet of Marian doctrine that they appar-
ently didn’t realize was enshrined in the Qur’an: Mary’s unique status as 
virgin mother. More than one Morisco tried by the Inquisition muttered 
“words against Our Lady’s virginity,” as did a black slave named Catalina 
who received one hundred whiplashes for her sins during an auto de fe at 
Cordoba in 1563.58 In particular, such Moriscos expressed deep skepticism at 
the idea of a virgin conceiving without coitus. “How could Our Lady have 
given birth and remained a virgin?” wondered a Morisco man from Granada 
tried in 1586. He concluded that “she must have had relations with a man,” 
an opinion shared by other Moriscos (as well as by some Old Christians).59 
By 1525, inquisitors even expected Moriscos to deny Mary’s virginity.60

Some Moriscos were lucky enough to receive instruction in a 
more Qur’anically correct view of Mary’s sexual status from North Afri-
can Muslims who traveled across the Mediterranean. In 1574, for example, 
one Morisco remembered how a “Moor from Barbary” had taught him that 
Jesus’s mother had indeed “given birth . . . without carnal knowledge of a 
man.”61 Yet not all Moriscos needed such teachings from visitors from the 
Maghreb. They retained enough knowledge of Islam to realize that the vir-
ginal Mary belonged to that faith. During one Inquisition trial, a Morisco 
declared his belief in Mary’s virginity by eloquently paraphrasing the 
Qur’an’s description of the infant Jesus’s defense of her sexual innocence.62 
Other Moriscos demonstrated their knowledge of Islam’s version of Mary 
by informing inquisitors that “Moors believe that Our Lady was a virgin 
before giving birth but did not remain one afterward.”63 Their rejection of 
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the Christian doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virginity echoes the ambiguous 
silence maintained by Islam’s sacred book on the subject of Mary’s sexual 
status after Jesus’s birth.

Other Moriscos, however, were steeped enough in the Christian 
culture in which they lived that they believed Mary’s virginity had always 
remained intact. They even used the accepted Christian formula, describ-
ing her as a “virgin before, during, and after labor.”64 Yet they slipped these 
words into texts that otherwise presented Mary and her son as Muslims 
knew these figures from the legends collected in the qissa tradition of stories 
about the prophets. From its origins in the seventh century, this genre of 
Islamic literature had naturally included tales about Jesus and his mother.65 
The new qissa tales about Mary and her son composed in aljamiado by 
Spain’s Moriscos scrambled their biographies to some extent, rearranging 
the traditional order of events and introducing some new elements.66 These 
aljamiado texts nonetheless offered their Morisco audiences a recognizably 
Islamic portrait of Mary, even if tinted with the Christian coloring of her 
perpetual virginity.

Nowhere in these new qissa tales would Moriscos find any evidence 
that the virginal mother of the prophet Jesus was, as their Old Christian 
neighbors believed, the mother of God. Reading or listening to these texts, 
they would have instead found confirmation of the belief many had inher-
ited from Islam: God could have no mother. Moriscos often agreed with the 
Muslim polemicists who for centuries had derided the Christian doctrine of 
Mary’s divine maternity as unbelievable and preposterous.67 One Morisco 
even told inquisitors how as his mother taught him the rudiments of Islam, 
she carefully instructed him that Mary was “a virgin and a saint, but not the 
mother of God.”68

Such Moriscos thus found it difficult to utter the Ave Maria, the 
Marian prayer that every early modern Christian Spaniard — including 
those of Muslim descent — was supposed to know. According to rudimen-
tary catechisms drawn up in the mid- sixteenth century, Christian priests 
working among the Moriscos were to school their flock in the words of this 
prayer.69 Their task wasn’t easy, for one line of the Ave Maria runs, “Holy 
Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and in the hour of our death.” 
It is no wonder that some Moriscos rejected this prayer — or at least refused 
to say the offending phrase.70 It is also no wonder that the Ave Maria starred 
in the ballads and plays about Pulgar’s heroic deed at Granada and the ensu-
ing duel between Tarfe and Garcilaso. With its declaration of the Madonna’s 
exalted status as God’s mother, this prayer was the perfect literary weapon 
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with which to goad adherents to Islam and to underscore their supposed 
disbelief in Mary. 

A Morisco man named Ahmad ibn Qasim al- Hajari, who had spent 
time in Granada before fleeing from Spain in 1599 and making a new home 
in North Africa, explained from exile that the Christian belief in Mary as 
God’s mother was not only an erroneous doctrine but also one invented by 
a sixth- century pope. “Pope Bijilli [i.e., Vigilius] at Rumi ordered that St. 
Mary should be called the Mother of X,” wrote al- Hajari, not wanting to 
repeat the blasphemy himself. Al- Hajari went on to say that “this name . . . 
did not exist before.” In fact, he insisted, “the cursed pope who ordered that 
the name of St. Mary among the Christians should be only ‘the Mother of 
God’ was contradicting the Gospel.”71

As al- Hajari well knew, this Gospel, devoid of any mention of Mary 
as God’s mother, was not the text that Old Christians considered to be their 
sacred scripture. According to the Qur’an, the pure Gospel — the text that 
went back to Jesus himself — had suffered grievous corruption over the cen-
turies. Ideas had been added to the ur- Christian scriptures, distorting the 
original revelations until they no longer expressed the same truths that God 
later also conveyed to his prophet, Muhammad. It was this adulterated Gos-
pel that Christians revered. But al- Hajari believed that he himself had seen 
texts that, if they didn’t actually comprise the pristine Gospel, were at least 
in accord with it: the Lead Books of the Sacromonte.72

Al- Hajari had been living in Granada when this new set of scrip-
tures had been discovered. There is no indication that he was among the cre-
ators of the Lead Books. Instead, he became a true believer in their authen-
ticity, an attitude he carried with him into exile.73 In the late 1630s, he was 
delighted to meet a fellow Morisco in Tunis who owned a book containing 
copies of the Sacromonte texts that had been made in Granada by another 
Morisco.74 So important were the Lead Books to al- Hajari that he took the 
trouble to make a transcription from the Tunis copy. It was no accident that 
he concentrated his efforts on one of the many Sacromonte texts dominated 
by Mary. Al- Hajari believed her to be central to the Lead Books as a whole, 
even describing them as scriptures that “had been written in Arabic, in the 
age of Saint Mary and at her orders.”75

It was fitting that al- Hajari chose to append this Marian text from 
the Lead Books to his memoirs of his life as first a crypto- Muslim and then 
an openly devout follower of Islam. He believed that his reverence for the 
Lead Books made him into a good Muslim. As he wrote, though much 
in the Lead Books was “contradictory to the Gospel [Christians] possess 
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nowadays . . . it is in harmony with . . . the noble Qur’an.”76 Al- Hajari was 
right. Nowhere, for example, do the Lead Books refer to the Marian doc-
trine supposedly introduced to Christianity by Pope Vigilius. Yet al- Hajari 
didn’t mention something equally important: while the Madonna of the 
Sacromonte texts wasn’t exactly the Mary of the Christian Bible, neither was 
she the mirror image of the Qur’an’s Maryam.

It wasn’t only the Christianizing ornament of her perpetual virgin-
ity that made the Virgin of the Lead Books different from her counterpart 
in Islamic scripture. In the Sacromonte texts, the Virgin has outgrown the 
role she plays in Islam’s sacred book as the pious mother of a prophet. Now 
she herself dons the authoritative mantle worn by her son, for she speaks and 
acts as the messenger of God — as his prophet, though this term is not used 
for her. The set of divine revelations that Mary communicates to her follow-
ers and orders recorded in Arabic thus may have called themselves gospels, 
yet the Sacromonte texts also implicitly formed a new Qur’an, albeit one 
centered on a female prophet.77 This breathtakingly bold Marian creation 
would allow the authors of the Lead Books to respond both to their fellow 
Moriscos who rejected the Virgin in one way or another and to those Old 
Christian traditions denying her place in Islam.

In the Lead Books, Mary — just like male prophets before her — is 
privy to truths and texts revealed to her alone by God and the angel Gabriel.78 
And like the men God had chosen as his messengers, Mary is not to remain 
silent about all she has learned, but instead receives divine instruction to 
transmit it to human beings. As Mary announces to the assembled apostles 
in one of the Sacromonte texts, “It was commanded to me by revelations from 
God and the angel Gabriel that I should tell you this and show you the truth 
of the glorious Gospel which he delivered to me after he spoke with me spiri-
tually.”79 Praise lavished on Mary by the apostle James leaves little doubt that 
in speaking about her revelations she was as silver- tongued as the most elo-
quent of male prophets: “[T]hen she preached to us about mighty secrets. . . .  
[H]er address would make the angels in heaven and man on earth stand to 
magnify God, to exhort and to perform miracles.” James even compares her 
“knowledge” to that of Jesus.80

The apostles in the Lead Books in fact take Mary as their own 
prophet. They turn to her when faced with the daunting mysteries of the 
new gospels, requesting that she elucidate these texts for them. She does 
so, often at great length and at least once in a form distinctly recalling the 
Qur’an itself. Posing question after question to her, the apostles openly yearn 
for her guidance. And the stage for Mary’s teachings to these men is often 
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her own house, a setting underscoring just how much the apostles are her 
followers.81

Alongside those Lead Books purporting to be the record of Mary’s 
preachings is a text offering a biographical portrait of her and of her son. 
This narrative, too, shapes Mary as prophet, mentioning intimate conversa-
tions she has with Gabriel that go far beyond the exchange they have during 
what Christians called the Annunciation.82 Her colloquies both with the 
archangel and with God himself form the centerpiece of another of the Lead 
Books. This text recounts a very singular event in Mary’s life, one that didn’t 
belong to either the Christian or the Islamic traditions which had grown up 
around her but instead was borrowed directly from Muhammad’s life story 
as Muslims knew it: a night journey to heaven (mi’raj).

The authors of the Lead Books didn’t make Mary’s night jour-
ney similar in every detail to Muhammad’s. They describe her as traveling 
through heaven seated on a “tabernacle of light,” for example, rather than 
furnishing her with a fantastic steed like Buraq, the hybrid winged creature 
on which the Prophet rides into the sky. Much of the text even recalls the 
popular Christian literary genre of visits to and visions of worlds beyond this 
one.83 Yet although in such Christian texts, Mary sometimes appears as the 
guide to the marvels of heaven and hell, she never adopts the part she plays 
in this section of the Lead Books, where she herself is escorted through the 
celestial and infernal wonders. In fact, like the Prophet during his nocturnal 
visit to heaven, during hers Mary has Gabriel as a guide to the “great mys-
teries” of God. Anyone familiar with Muhummad’s biography would have 
heard the echoes loud and clear. Just as the Prophet had done, Mary views 
paradise with its four famous rivers, meets Adam, and witnesses the hellish 
torments awaiting sinners. In yet another echo of Muhammad’s night jour-
ney, Mary receives revelations that she is charged with communicating to 
her followers. And it is during her night journey that she seems to receive the 
texts composing the “Truth of the Gospel,” gifts from God recalling ones he 
had bestowed on male prophets such as Moses and Muhammad.84

The authors of the Lead Books were not the first residents of the 
Iberian Peninsula to clothe Mary in the dignified dress of prophethood. 
Some Muslims living in early medieval al- Andalus had openly declared what 
the Lead Books dared only delicately to suggest. But those medieval Mus-
lim writers who enthusiastically believed that Jesus’s mother deserved to be 
considered a prophet had their foes, men who argued that Maryam instead 
was only a saintly friend of God (awliya). This conflict over Mary’s status 
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raged particularly fiercely in early eleventh- century Cordoba, rousing such 
acrimony among the learned men living there that it threatened the peace. 
No mere academic quarrel, this dispute may have had more than the nature 
of prophecy at its heart. It has been suggested that those Cordobans who 
vehemently insisted on Mary’s right to the title of prophet may have been 
trying to reach out to the many men and women of their day in the Iberian 
Peninsula who had recently converted from Christianity to Islam. Mary’s 
elevation to prophethood could reassure these new Muslims that she com-
manded almost as exalted a place in Islam as she did in their former faith.85

Yet not even the most passionate Cordoban advocates of Mary’s 
prophethood had gone as far as the authors of the Lead Books did. Early 
medieval Muslims who believed Mary was a prophet saw her as a nabiya, a 
person upon whom God conferred revelations but not the mission to speak 
about them that burned in a rasul like Muhammad, a messenger from God. 
In the Lead Books, however, it is exactly this mission to preach and teach 
that God and Gabriel enjoin on Mary. And if in early medieval Cordoba 
Mary had been fashioned as a nabiya in order to create a bridge for new 
Muslims between their old religion and the one they had just embraced, in 
late sixteenth- century Granada she became a prophet in order to reassure a 
rather different set of converts — the Moriscos — not just about the continu-
ities between Islam and Christianity but also about the links between the 
Arabs’ distinguished past and the glories awaiting them in the future. 

In the Lead Books, Mary, prompted by the apostles, discourses 
on the “excellence of the Arabs,” prophesying that they will “aid the reli-
gion at the end of days. . . . God has chosen them for this purpose and has 
strengthened them with His victory.”86 She even explains how and when 
the Arabs will accomplish their salvific mission. First, she says, will come 
a time of “error and discord and adultery and heresy” that will so distress 
the angels that they will beg God to deliver the people from such degen-
eration. At God’s command, the angel Gabriel will call upon the earth of 
the Sacromonte to open and reveal the treasure of the true gospels hidden 
there. Then, Mary explains, the Arabs — whom she calls “the most excellent 
of [God’s] creatures belonging to Adam’s lineage at that time” — will fulfill 
their divinely ordained task of rescuing the “true law.”87 They will do so by 
uniting the whole world around the religion described by the Lead Books.

Mary predicts that a great council will be called on “the island of 
Sapar in the eastern regions of Venice,” a location that most modern com-
mentators identify as Cyprus. Presiding over this assembly will be the “Con-
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queror [who] is one of the kings of the Arabs, but he is not an Arab. He dwells 
in the Eastern lands of the Greeks, a great enemy of the non- Arab peoples.”88 
Although the authors of the Lead Books couldn’t let Mary say so openly, 
there is little doubt that behind this enigmatic “Conqueror” was the ruler of 
the Ottoman Empire, the polity that had seized Cyprus in the 1570s.

At this council, explains Mary, a righteous and learned man will 
expound and interpret the true gospel — the Lead Books — for the gathered 
crowd. The “lineage” of this paragon of piety, she says, “will be noble, a pure 
Arab, because it is not fitting that the victory fall to any but the Arabs.”89 In 
the wake of this council, all those who believe in the newly revealed gospel 
will receive divine rewards and enjoy victory, while those who resist the truth 
will suffer agonizing punishments. Declaring that “the people will adhere to 
one religion,” as the Morisco al- Hajari put it in his memoirs, Mary also pre-
dicts the universal triumph of the faith delineated in the Lead Books.90

Here Mary adopts the thunderous prophetic voice that rang out so 
loudly in Morisco texts called jofores. The jofores offered their audiences com-
forting predictions that the Moriscos’ sufferings would end soon with the 
arrival of a messianic savior who would restore right order, sometimes with 
Turkish aid. In the jofores, the source of the prophecy was usually Muham-
mad or the Qur’an, and the salvific vision was predicated on the victory of 
Islam over Christianity.91 But in the Lead Books, it is Mary who speaks the 
awesome words of prophecy, and she foretells the triumph not of Islam but 
of the hybrid faith forged by the Lead Books.92

The creators of the Lead Books thus emphatically rejected the view 
articulated by some of their fellow Moriscos as well as by Guadalajara y 
Xavier. The Moriscos were not Mary’s enemies but instead her favored peo-
ple. And if statues such as Granada’s Virgin of la Antigua and the plays and 
ballads about the Ave Maria made the Madonna into a symbol of a natu-
ral hostility between Islam and Christianity, the authors of the Sacromonte 
texts instead reconciled the two faiths through her. They did so not just by 
welding the Virgin’s exalted status within Christianity to her honored place 
in Islam and hammering her into the hinge figure she appears to have been 
for those Moriscos who named their daughters Mary (Marien).93 Instead, as 
we have seen, the makers of the Lead Books also reached for new materials 
to solder onto their creation, forging a Madonna who transcended the differ-
ences between Islam and Christianity and was as peculiarly and distinctively 
a product of late sixteenth- century Spain as were the Moriscos themselves.

For her makers, in fact, the Virgin of the Sacromonte may have 
embodied the hope that Moriscos merited respect as Spaniards. As the nat-
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ural heirs to and interpreters of the newly revealed scriptures recorded by 
their ancestors in Arabic — those texts that gave Granada the sacred past it 
needed to fit into Spain’s Christian present — Moriscos were, the authors of 
the Lead Books believed, as authentically Spanish as were their Old Chris-
tian neighbors. This optimistic attitude was shared by many of the Moris-
cos’ contemporaries in Spain, including some highly placed Old Christian 
intellectuals.94 By the time the Virgin of the Sacromonte uttered her predic-
tions, however, it was too late. Many of the men who governed Spain and 
advised its monarch had become convinced the Moriscos were unassimi-
lable crypto- Muslims who had to be expelled from Spanish soil as so many 
alien elements. Only with the elimination of the Moriscos, Old Christians 
like Guadalajara y Xavier believed, would Mary’s anguish over this people’s 
transgressions cease.

If we can trust the Christian chroniclers of the Expulsion, the Vir-
gin even had to suffer offenses from the Moriscos as they went into exile. 
Some of those Moriscos in Valencia who took up arms in an effort to resist 
their harsh fate, for example, stabbed and tore with knives an image of the 
Virgin and then tossed it on the ground; the outraged Christian soldiers who 
stumbled on this desecrated Madonna raised her as their battle banner.95 
But other Moriscos who fought to remain in Spain burned a church and 
defaced its painting of the Assumption by slicing the faces of the apostles, 
while sparing Mary’s countenance entirely.96

If Morisco ambivalence toward Mary continued during the Expul-
sion, Christian apologists believed that there was little ambiguity about the 
role she herself played during this mass movement of peoples. Not only 
did the Virgin of Tobet give a visible signal of her relief at the Moriscos’ 
departure, but Mary herself also actively helped to crush their attempts to 
resist expulsion. One early seventeenth- century Christian chronicler related 
how in the midst of a bloody clash between Moriscos and their opponents, 
the Madonna suddenly appeared. Dressed in the blaze of a blue mantle, she 
brandished a sword that glittered in the sun. With “unheard of valor and 
strength” [con un valor y fuerça no ententida], Mary “defeated” [vençio] 
and “routed” [desbarató] the Moriscos.97

As this Virgin swung her sword to drive the Moriscos from the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, she cut them off from their heritage and from all the com-
plex possibilities conjured up by her sister in the Lead Books. In this enter-
prise, the weapon- wielding Mary was aided by the papacy, the institution 
responsible for ensuring orthodoxy in western Christendom. As soon as the 
Lead Books were unearthed from their hiding place, the pope pronounced 
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the ambiguities and novelties of the religious faith they promulgated to be 
profoundly disturbing. Sharing none of the archbishop of Granada’s enthu-
siasm for these texts nor his unshakable faith in their authenticity, the pon-
tiff was instead deeply suspicious of them. He ordered that the Lead Books 
be transferred to Rome for examination, a command that both the arch-
bishop of Granada and the ruler of Spain resisted until 1631. In that year, 
the Sacromonte texts were forcibly removed from Granada and brought to 
Madrid. A little over a decade later, they finally ended up in the papal city. 
There a commission of scholars labored over a translation of the texts that in 
the end confirmed the papacy’s fears. In 1682, Pope Innocent XI anathema-
tized the Lead Books, declaring them Islamicizing forgeries dangerous to  
Catholicism.98 

The Virgin of Sacromonte and her Arab Christian companions fared 
no better at the hands of the Muslim religious authorities in some of the 
lands to which the Moriscos fled after the Expulsion. Although the Morisco 
al- Hajari was pleased to come across a copy of the Lead Books in Tunis, the 
‘ulama of North Africa felt differently. Deeply troubled by the religious ambi-
guity of these texts, they “soon repressed what they immediately recognized 
as a dangerous heresy,” as one modern commentator has written.99 

Even those seventeenth- century Granadans who most eagerly 
embraced the Lead Books wiped them clean of the complicated religious 
potential that their Morisco creators had built into them. Not only did these 
Old Christians largely purge the Arab elements from the vision of the past 
proposed by the Sacromonte texts, but they also stripped its Madonna of 
those features that helped her transcend the line between Moriscos and Old 
Christians, and between Muslims and Christians. This taming of the revo-
lutionary Marian possibilities enunciated in the Lead Books was made vis-
ible in two altarpieces that succeeded each other (the first in 1589, the second 
in 1718) in Granada’s cathedral as showcases for one of those “Visigothic” 
Madonnas so beloved of early modern Spanish legend: Our Lady of la Anti-
gua. Among the companions that these altarpieces allotted La Antigua was 
Saint Cecilio, a man whom the Lead Books associated with the rather differ-
ent sort of Madonna at their heart. Wrested from his part in the Sacromonte 
texts and reduced to his role as Granada’s first bishop, in these altarpieces, 
Cecilio lends his support not to an Arab- loving Virgin, but to the Madonna 
who stood for the city’s pure perduring Christianity — and the military con-
quest that had reintegrated the old Nasrid capital into Christendom.100 The 
Marian message of the Lead Books was thus misconstrued in the service of 
a Christianizing, anti- Islamic narrative of civic history.
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In the end, the subversive hybridity of the Madonna of the Lead 
Books survived only among those Morisco refugees in North Africa who 
reverently copied the Lead Books and murmured prayers invoking the Vir-
gin who had “written . . . with her own hand” the “Gospel revealed on the 
Sacromonte.” Beseeching God to “through her . . . strengthen . . . the com-
munity of the pious believers . . . and to dispel the disbelief . . . of the unbe-
lievers,” these Morisco exiles continued to seek the favor of the Virgin who 
embodied both the hopes they had once nurtured of remaining in Spain and 
the many- layered identities they had evolved in the land that had once been 
theirs.101

a
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