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CHAPTER SEVEN

A THORN IN THE COMMUNITY: 
POPULAR RELIGIOUS PRACTICE AND CONVERSO 

DISSIDENCE IN THE DISTRICT OF MOLINA DE ARAGON

Leonor Zozaya Montes*

Introduction

Th e events described in this essay took place in the district of Molina 
de Aragón (Guadalajara) from the late fi ft eenth to the mid sixteenth 
centuries. Th is timeframe allows me to examine a number of crypto-
Jews and their descendents, focusing particularly on the Rodríguez 
and Cortés families. In this way I am able to study certain changes in 
these families’ religiosity over a number of generations. It is notewor-
thy that while the descendents of Molina’s crypto-Jews did not appear 
to follow their parents’ religious tendencies, they were far from being 
sincere Catholics. Indeed, they oft en attacked Catholic practice, adopt-
ing heretical attitudes similar to those manifested by their ancestors. 
In other words, they maintained a subversive and resistant attitude 
towards the state religion.1

Among the later generations’ religious transgressors, of particular 
interest is Diego López Cortés, who claimed to be in possession of 
a thorn from Jesus’ crown, which he touted as a talisman. While a 
number of López’s neighbors believed in the thorn’s powers, others 
were clearly scandalized by it. Aft er an Inquisitorial investigation, the 
relic was placed under the guardianship of López’s local church of 
Prados Redondos, which then institutionalized one of the ceremonies 

* Translated by Kevin Ingram.
1 Th is study is based on the analysis of 37 Inquisition trials which are conserved in 

the Archivo Historico Nacional (AHN), Madrid. All come from the same source: AHN, 
Inquisición, Legajo 1930. In the following notes I have omitted this legajo (dossier) 
number, and have limited my references to the name of the trial defendant and the 
fi le number. I have used principally the personal confessions of the defendants and 
deposition statements that are reiterated by a signifi cant number of witnesses and are 
not contradictory. 

© 2009 by Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, The Netherlands (ISBN: 978 90 04 17553 2)
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that López had practiced: the blessing of the fi elds in order to protect 
the harvest. From then until this day the thorn remains in the same 
church, where it continues to be the center of an annual ceremony of 
benediction.

Th e Judeoconversos of Molina de Aragón and Th eir Descendents

Th e town of Molina de Aragón belongs to what is now the province of 
Guadalajara (Castilla-La Mancha); however, it is denominated Aragón 
because it formed part of that Crown’s territory for a large part of the 
Middle Ages. Th e noble domain of Molina was divided into four dis-
tricts. One of these was El Pedregal, in which most of the people who 
fi gure in this study lived—in the villages of Pradilla, Prados Redondos, 
Chera, Setiles and Morenilla. All these villages based their economy 
on livestock and agriculture. In comparison to Molina all were small, 
slightly populated communities.2

From the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries the province of Guada-
lajara was one of the most important areas for Jewish settlement in the 
Spanish peninsula, and Molina de Aragón was of particular signifi cance. 
Its Jewish aljama and its synagogues testify to a large and thriving 
Jewish community. Even today, the Jewish neighborhood maintains its 
ancient form, as indeed do the town’s Muslim quarters. In the fi ft eenth 
century the Jewish community of Molina was the largest in the north 
east of Guadalajara.3 In the last decades of that century the town was 
also home to an important concentration of Conversos, a number of 
whom were crypto-Jews, as Inquisition records reveal.

2 I do not have data on the populations of Molina and the outlying villages for the 
sixteenth century. However, fi gures presented in the Diccionario de Sebastián Miñano 
(1826) may serve us as a guide to the size and importance of these communities. In 
1826 Molina de Aragón had 805 households (vecinos) and 3616 inhabitants. It also 
boasted fi ve parish churches, three convents, four hermitages and one hospital. In the 
same year Prados Redondos had 85 households and 350 inhabitants, a church and 
a hermitage; and Chera comprised forty households, 158 inhabitants and a church. 
S. de Miñano, Diccionario geográfi co-estadístico-historico de España y Portugal, Madrid, 
1826. Voces: Molina de Aragón, Chera y Prados Redondos.

3 See F. Cantera Burgos and C. Carrete Parrondo, Las juderías medievales en la 
provincial de Guadalajara, Madrid, 1975, p. 3 and pp. 45–51; J. Castaño, “Las comu-
nidades judías en el obispado de Sigüenza en la baja Edad Media: transformaciones 
y disgregación del judaísmo en Castilla a fi nales del Medievo,” Madrid, UCM, 1994, 
doctoral dissertation. J. Sanz y Díaz, Historia verdadera del Señorio de Molina, Gua-
dalajara, 1982, pp. 95–100. 
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Of the thirty two Judaizers studied that were tried in the last decade of 
the fi ft eenth century, all but one were inhabitants of Molina.4 It seems, 
however, that many of these people, or their heirs, subsequently left  
the town for nearby communities, in an attempt to escape Holy Offi  ce 
attention;5 although they retained close ties to their birthplace. All the 
descendents of the prosecuted Judaizers studied in the following pages 
were natives of Molina, although they were residents of a number of 
communities: Molina,6 Chera,7 and Prados Redondos.8 Almost all were 
members of the same extended family network. Many had the same 
surname; others had diff erent surnames but were nevertheless linked 
by marriage or blood. For example, the brothers Diego López Cortés 
and Francisco Cortés were grandchildren of Isabel Rodríguez, and 
were linked through their aunt (Mari Pérez) to the Bernals. In order to 
facilitate a better understanding of these familial ties, I have included 
a genealogical tree at the end of this study.9

Crypto-Jews in Molina de Aragón at the End of the 
Fift eenth Century

Judging by the descriptions of the Inquisition trials analyzed for this 
study, Judaizing was prevalent in the Converso community of Molina in 
the last decades of the fi ft eenth century. I have approached these cases 
with some caution, however, as the majority were presented against 
deceased people.10 Nevertheless, a signifi cant number of the accused 

 4 Th e exception was Inés Bernal who was a resident of Milmarcos (Proceso against 
Ines Bernal, no. 2).

 5 Th e Inquisition’s headquarters for the area was situated in Molina de Aragón.
 6 Natives and residents of Molina: Pero Bernal, no. 5, Francisco García Bexís, no. 

32 and Pero Bernal, priest at the church of Santa Maria de Pero Gómez. Trial no. 6.
 7 Natives of Molina and residents of Chera: Francisco Cortés, no. 11.
 8 Native of Molina and resident of Prados Redondos: Diego López Cortés, no. 8.
 9 My thanks to Manuel Lamazares and Pablo Pereda for lending me their technical 

skills for the construction of the genealogical tree.
10 Constanza Fernández (1494), no. 1; Juan Bernal “el viejo” (1496–1497), no. 3; 

Pero Bernal (1496–1499), no 4; Isabel Núñez (1496–1497), no. 9; Elvira Rodríguez 
(1496–1497), no. 12; Juan Fernández “de la puerta del baño” (1496–1497), nº 12; Mari 
Díaz “la Burgueña” (1496–1497), nº 12; María Fernández (1496–1497), nº 12; García 
Sánchez de Huerta, clérigo (1496–1497), nº 12; María Álvarez “la Cazorla” (1496–1497), 
nº 12; Juan Fernández Greson (1493–1495), nº 14; Aldonza Fernández (1493–1495), 
nº 16; Juan Ramírez “el Ronquillo” (1496), nº 18; Juana Rodríguez (1494–1496), nº 19; 
Juana Rodríguez, mujer de Ronquillo (1496), nº 20; Constanza Rodríguez (1494–1496), 



164 leonor zozaya montes

were alive and able to testify, and many did so voluntarily in a bid to 
demonstrate their atonement.11 Th ese declarations describe the same, 
or similar, Jewish customs outlined in all the other cases mentioned.

Th e case against Isabel Rodríguez, the maternal grandmother of the 
Cortés brothers, off ers us a glimpse of the religious rites carried out 
among Molina’s crypto Jews in the last years of the fi ft eenth century. 
Isabel, a resident of Molina, was married to Garci Gallego from Pradilla. 
Both husband and wife had been tried and reconciled by the Inquisi-
tion previous to 1494. However, in this year Isabel, now deceased, was 
accused by the Holy Offi  ce of having feigned Christian belief during 
her lifetime, while practicing Jewish ceremonies. Th is time she was 
declared a heretic, apostate and heresiarch.12 Among her Judaizing 
customs were the following:

. . . she oft en observed the major fast of the Jews, eating nothing until 
nightfall when the stars appeared, eating meat, using clean table cloths, 
going barefoot on these days; she rested on these fast days and requested 
pardon from her seniors and gave pardon to her juniors as in the Jewish 
custom and way; she lit many branched candles on these Friday nights 
and she let them burn until they burnt out in the Jewish custom; she 
enticed others to fast and instructed them in the observance of the Jewish 
Sabbath, and when someone went on a journey she gave him the Jewish 
blessing as the Jews were accustomed to give; she bathed women who were 
menstruating and kept them away from their husbands during this time; 
she poured away water and required that water was poured away in her 
house when someone died in her neighborhood; she took out the sciatic 
nerve from the leg and the veins and the fat; she dressed in clean blouses 
and garments on Saturdays to honor and celebrate the Sabbath.13

nº 22; doña Catalina (1492–1493), nº 23; Elvira Núñez (1494–1496), nº 24; Juana 
Fernández “la Cohena” (1494–1496), nº 25; Pero Fernández Fierro [o Fiero o Hierro, 
varía según el testimonio] (1496), nº 26; Juan Fernández Morisco (1494–1496), nº 27; 
Isabel Rodríguez (1497), nº 28; Diego Fernández Morisco (1497), nº 30; Inés García 
(1497), nº 31.

11 Th e accused who testifi ed: Catalina Fernández, mujer de Diego Gigante, zapatero, 
(1497), nº 10; Catalina García (1493–1495), nº 15; Juan García Bravo, clérigo (1493–
1495), nº 17; Juana Fernández “la Brisela” (1496), nº 21; Mari Fernández (1497), nº 29. 
Th e accused who testifi ed voluntarily: Inés Bernal (1492–1495), nº 2; Pedro Bernal, hijo 
de Aldonza Fernández (1492–1496), nº 7; Aldonza Fernández (1492–1494), nº 13.

12 She was excommunicated and all her property confi scated. Her descendents were 
declared unfi t for titles, ecclesiastical benefi ces and public offi  ce. Th ey ordered her bones 
to be disinterred and handed over to the secular arm of the Inquisition to be burnt. 
Trial of Isabel Rodríguez, no. 28, fol. 15r. 

13 See the proceso of Isabel Rodríguez, no. 28, fols. 4r–5r.
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According to the accusations of the prosecution witnesses and the 
confessions of the accused themselves, many of the Conversos from 
Molina practiced Jewish rituals “with the intention of Judaizing.”14 
Th ey maintained the Sabbath customs—fasting, lighting candles, wear-
ing clean clothes and using clean table linen; they ignored Catholic 
ceremonies, gave the Jewish blessing to departing friends and poured 
water onto the fl oors of the houses of deceased persons.15 Th ey also 
frequently recited Hebraic prayers, ritually bathed and laid out the 
deceased, celebrated sukot and other ceremonies, and met with other 
crypto-Jewish families on Saturdays.16

Among these Judaizers was Aldonza Fernández, a distant relation of 
the Cortés family. Aldonza was the wife of Pero Fernández, who was 

14 Th e following testifi ed that they observed many Jewish customs: Inés Bernal 
(1492–1495), no. 22; Catalina Fernández, no. 10; Aldonza Fernández, no. 13; Juana 
Fernández “la Brisela,” no. 21.

15 Th is is mentioned a number of times in the proceedings. Other rituals mentioned 
in the trials: In 1594 Constanza Fernández (deceased) was accused of having cooked 
adafi nas (a meat stew associated with the Jews) on Friday to eat on the Saturday and to 
have baked rye bread (Constanza Fernández, no. 1). File no. 12 contains a number of 
proceedings against deceased persons. Among other things these people were accused 
of “storing rye bread in their houses for the Jewish Passover” (no. 12, fol. 3r).

16 Several of the defendants were accused of praying in Hebrew. For example, Pero 
Bernal “recited in Hebrew Jewish prayers, raising and lowering his head as Jews did,” 
(Pero Bernal, no. 4, fol. 17r). Inés García, on trial, although deceased, was accused, 
among other things, of “singing to the dead with Jewish songs and fi nally saying 
‘guayas guayas,’” (Inés García, no. 31, fol. 2r). Of Mari Díaz “la Burgueña” it was stated 
that she “fasted on the major Jewish fast [ayuno mayor], not eating until nightfall 
and reciting Jewish prayers, among which was a prayer that began, “adonay, adonay, 
cados, cados, orados, orados, hurtos, hurtos,” (Mari Díaz, no. 12, fols. 34r–34v). Juana 
Fernández, “la Brisela,” who was sixty-fi ve years old, confessed “that she bathed her 
husband when he died, the way they did amongst themselves,” (Juana Fernández, no. 
21, fols. 3r–3v). Regarding funeral rites, Inés Bernal confessed that “she had bathed 
corpses, shrouding them . . . with the intention of Judaizing,” (Inés Bernal, no. 2, fol. 
30r). Juana Fernández, “la Cohena,” wife of Juan Fernández Hierro, was condemned 
because, among other things, “she stayed in a hut during their [the Jews] Easter [a 
confused reference to the Sukot festival] observing their festivities, and hanging lighted 
lamps in her house, and many Converso heretics went there to observe ceremonies of 
the Mosaic Law as if it were a synagogue,” (Juana Fernández, no., 25, fol. 12r). Juana 
Fernández “la Brisela” stated that many families (whose names she presented in a long 
list) observed the major fast (ayuno mayor) “because she watched all of them go to pray 
in the yard of Juan Sánchez del Corral’s house, and that her mother went with them, 
and that she saw all of them rest that day”; and when she was asked how she knew 
it was the major fast, she said “because it was public knowledge that they did not eat 
until nightfall and that it was observed every year as a festival in that town . . .,” Juana 
Fernández, no. 21, fols. 3r–3v.
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also accused of Judaizing by the Holy Offi  ce.17 On 18 August 1492, she 
approached the Inquisition voluntarily to confess. She told the offi  cials 
that in her infancy her family had encouraged her to observe the Sab-
bath. Later she continued to observe this day with a friend and that 
she also induced her daughter-in-law, Juana Rodríguez, to do the same. 
She lit candles when her husband and children were not in town, or 
when she could “without them seeing her.” She observed the Sabbath 
with her mother and sisters and very oft en wore clean clothes on this 
day. She did not worship on Sunday or on other Catholic festive days, 
intending instead to Judaize. She also bled meat and took out its sci-
atic nerve, and ate meat from Jewish and Moorish butchers, although 
she justifi ed this by stating that this was easily available in Molina.18 
On forbidden days she ate cheese, milk, eggs and meat, even though 
she was healthy and had no excuse to do so. She never ate bacon or 
pig fat. She sang Jewish dirges at funerals, especially on the death of 
her husband, sons and daughters. She emptied out the water pitch-
ers if someone died in her house or in the neighborhood. When her 
widowed daughter died, she buried her according to Jewish ritual. She 
also practiced other Jewish rights that were less common in Molina 
and encouraged others to do likewise.19

On 3 October 1494, Aldonza was declared a heretic and a false 
confessor. However, she stated that she had repented her sins and 
wished to embrace the Catholic religion. For this reason she was not 
excommunicated. She was, nevertheless, condemned to perpetual house 
arrest and to wearing the sambenito in order to purge her sins.20 Th is 
was not, however, the end of the Aldonza case. On 26 September 1525, 
her daughter, Isabel Diaz, reported to the Inquisition that her mother 
had continued to Judaize aft er being sentenced.21 Aldonza was now 
declared a heretic, apostate and “disseminator and abettor of heresy, 
a judaizer and false confessor.” Aft er the excommunion sentence was 
passed, her effi  gy was subjected to a public ridiculing, while her bones 

17 He was acused in 1496, sometime aft er his death. (Pero Fernández Fiero [or 
Hierro, depending on the testimony], no. 26).

18 Aldonza Fernández, no. 13, fol. 1r.
19 For example, she oft en placed coins in the mouth and hands of the deceased 

(Aldonza Fernández, no. 13, fol. 1r).
20 Aldonza Fernández, no. 13, fols. 10v–11r.
21 Ibid. 14v. Th e proceedings of Aldonza’s second trial are found in the folios 12r 

to 40r.
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were disinterred and burnt at the stake and the inscription on her 
tombstone erased.22

As we have seen, Aldonza did not restrict herself to private Jew-
ish practice, she also made a display of her anti-Catholicism by not 
observing Sunday religious ceremonies and by instructing others to 
do the same. Others of Molina’s Conversos expressed an even greater 
anti-Catholic aggression. For example, Pedro Bernal confessed to hav-
ing conducted business ventures in the church of Milmarcos, off end-
ing many of the faithful.23 In 1496, Pedro Fernández, deceased, was 
attributed with having stated that he denied the whore-son of God.”24 
In the same year, the priest García Sánchez de Huerta, also deceased, 
was accused of oft en blaspheming while taking the sacrament, “spitting 
out the host three times and saying insistently that there was nothing 
more than to be born and to die . . . and that for the sins of the body 
the soul did not receive punishment.”25

All these demonstrations of anti-Catholicism are of interest because 
they are similar to those practiced years later by the descendents of 
Molina’s fi ft eenth-century Judaizers. While the later religious trans-
gressors were not apparently Judaizers, they were, it seems, religious 
non-conformists, and this non-conformism would appear to betray a 
lingering identifi cation with the religious plight of their ancestors.

Religious Deviation Among the Descendents of Molina’s Judaizers

From the trial records of the descendents of Molina’s Judaizers, it is 
diffi  cult to ascertain their true religious beliefs. While it would seem 
that they had left  Jewish practice behind, they had still not embraced 
Catholicism. Indeed, they made a point of transgressing or ridicul-
ing orthodox practice. In the following pages I will examine the cases 
against the Bernal and Cortés families, both linked through endogamous 
marriage unions.

Pero Bernal, resident of Molina and a man of some means, was 
accused of heresy and apostasy in 1523. The Inquisition officials 
believed that these unorthodox practices were the result of a Converso 

22 Ibid. fols. 39r to 40r.
23 Pero Bernal, no. 7, fol. 1r.
24 Pero Fernández Fiero, no. 26, fol. 2r.
25 García Sánchez de Huerta, no. 12, fols. 36r–36v.
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 upbringing in which he was not instructed in the articles and mysteries 
of the faith.26 His father, Pascual Bernal, was condemned for Judaizing, 
as was his grandfather.27 Although Pero discharged a number of public 
offi  ces, he was theoretically disqualifi ed from these positions by his 
Converso ancestry.28 Among the accusations against him, the follow-
ing was particularly damaging: during the day of the Passion, when 
the priest and the town was in procession, he took the cross from the 
man in charge of it and threw it against a wall, breaking it. Th en he 
threatened those he believed had informed the Inquisition about him, 
saying that he “swore to God that they would all pay.”29 Th e Holy Offi  ce 
fi ned him, and sentenced him to a number of humiliations and to three 
months exile from the town.30

A relative of this Pero Bernal was his namesake, the priest of Santa 
Maria de Pero Gómez in Molina, who was tried in 1556. According 
to his own statement, on his father’s side he was descended from Old 
Christians and gentry, the Escobars; however, on his mother’s side 
he was “of Converso background.”31 It appears that on a number of 
occasions Bernal had insulted and ridiculed offi  cials, ministers and 
the president of the Inquisition Council. He had also pretended to be 

26 Pero Bernal, no. 5, fol. 4r.
27 Ibid. For his father, see fol. 2v; for his grandfather, fol. 4r.
28 He was “steward of the Confraternity of Our Lady of the Comillas and another 

year he was auditor for a knights’ chapter and . . . was appointed montaraz or gentleman’s 
squire.” He stated that he had gained a licence to hold this honor from the Archbishop 
of Seville; however, the Inquisition could fi nd no such document in its archives. Ibid., 
fols. 2v to 4v.

29 Ibid., fol. 4r.
30 On 29 July 1524 the Inquisition ruled that “in punishment and penitence for 

what he has done we must sentence him and do sentence him to walk, next Sunday, 
in procession . . . next to the church cemetery . . . in breeches and doublet and barefooted 
and without hat and a hemp rope around his neck and a lighted wax candle in his 
hands and in it [the candle] a real coin; and at the end of the procession he should 
go to the altar where it is said the high mass is given . . . and when the mass ends off er 
a real and a candle for lighting the Corpus Cristi procession.” He was also required 
to pay fi ft y ducats for extraordinary expenses, “and moreover that he absents himself 
from this territory for a period of three months.” Ibid., fols 34v–35r. 

31 Th e parents of the Pero Bernal prosecuted in 1525 were María Nuñez and Pascual 
Bernal (Pero Bernal, no. 5 fol. 2v). Th e parents of the Pero Bernal prosecuted in 1556 
were Isabel Nuñez and Velasco de Escobar; however, Pero Bernal’s maternal grand-
father was a Bernal (Mateo Bernal) and many of his family had this surname (Pero 
Bernal, no. 6, fols. 3v and 4r). According to the prosecutor bachiller Serrano (who 
also prosecuted Francisco Cortés), this Pero Bernal was “from a great background of 
Conversos” and many of his family had been “punished and castigated” by the Inquisi-
tion (Pero Bernal, no. 6, fol. 8r).
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an Inquisition offi  cer himself, arresting people and telling them that 
they were prisoners. Th e Holy Offi  ce sentenced Pero to two months 
detention in the Monastery of Saint Francis in Molina and fi ned him 
ten ducats.

Related to the Bernal family, Diego López Cortés and Francisco 
Cortés were tried in Molina in the middle of the sixteenth century.32 
Th ey stated that they were descended from gentry on their father’s 
side and on their mother’s side from converts “of Jewish descent.”33 
Th eir maternal grandparents were Garci Gallego and Isabel Rodríguez, 
whom we have already met. Both grandparents had been investigated 
by the Inqusition; however the grandmother, Isabel Rodríguez, and her 
mother—the Cortés brother’s great grandmother—were re-tried aft er 
their deaths and condemned en memoria y fama.34 Both Francisco and 
Diego tried to hide information about these and other family members 
sentenced by the Inquisition, quite understandably, given that these 
previous family convictions would have been extremely compromising 
for both men.35 Th e two trials are worth studying in some detail.

Diego López Cortés’ Trial (1553–1554)

Diego López Cortés was called before the Inquisition when he was 
sixty years old. Th is would mean that he was born around 1493, and 
thus would have had contact with Molina’s Judaizers, including his 

32 Th ese cases were brought before the Cuenca tribunal in one of its periodic visi-
tas, or tours of its jurisdiction. From 1553 to 1554 the inquisitor Enrique de la Cueva 
headed an itinerant tribunal that visited Molina de Aragón, Sigüenza and Medinaceli, 
hearing cases against Conversos. See Sara Tilghman Nalle, Mad for God, Charlottesville 
and London, 2001, p. 28.

33 Diego declared that on his father’s side he was an “Old Christian without trace 
nor mixture of Converso or Morisco,” (Diego López Cortés, no. 8, fol. 7v). Diego’s 
brother, Francisco, also stated that his paternal family were descendants of “knights 
and hijosdalgo, without trace or mixture of Converso or Morisco and that his mother 
descended from Jews.” (Francisco Cortés, no. 11, fol. 9v).

34 Diego López Cortés, no. 8, fol 8v; and Francisco Cortés, no. 11, fol. 9v.
35 Diego stated that his family had not been prosecuted by the Inquisition (Diego 

López Cortés, no. 8, fol. 7v). Francisco stated that of his family only his grandparents 
Garci Cortés (Gallego?) and “Fulana” Rodríguez had been prosecuted (Francisco Cor-
tés, no. 11, fol. 9r). However, among the earlier prosecutions was the Cortés brothers 
uncle Francisco Bernal. Bernal was married to Mari Pérez, the sister of Diego’s father 
Gil Cortés. However, Diego stated that he did not know “the wife of Francisco Bernal, 
he did not know her name, nor her business, nor her children,” (Diego López Cortés, 
no. 8, fol. 6v).
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maternal grandparents, whom he declared he had known.36 He was a 
native and resident of Molina; however, he had lived in the village of 
Prados Redondos since childhood. Until he was nine or ten years old 
he lived there with his parents, Constanza Rodríguez and Gil Cortés, 
who was both a landowner and notary.37 Later, Diego went to live in 
Morenilla, where he spent eighteen months in the house of his pater-
nal grandfather, also named Diego López Cortés. He then became a 
transhumant shepherd, spending his winters in Extremadura and his 
summers in Prados Redondos. He was married and widowed twice. 
His fi rst wife was an alderman’s daughter from Molina, the second the 
daughter of a University graduate (bachiller).38 Of his eight children, 
two had died by the time of his trial.

In charge of Diego López’s trial were Andrés González, the prosecu-
tor, and Enrique de la Cueva, the inquisitorial judge for the bishoprics 
of Sigüenza and Cuenca. Th e trial began in November 1553 and ended 
in April 1554. However, the numerous charges against López were for 
acts perpetrated many years previously. Th e fi rst prosecution witnesses 
were two priests (one from Prados Redondos, the other from Anquela), 
a shoemaker from Molina and Diego’s own neice, Juana Cortés. Many 
others followed suit, off ended by Diego Lopéz’s conduct.

Diego López was accused by many of the witnesses of having con-
vinced the residents of the area that he had a thorn from the crown 
of Jesus, which they were required to venerate. For the Inquisition 
there were two issues to be resolved. First, did López believe the thorn 
was authentic, or was he fooling everyone? And second, if the thorn 
was indeed authentic, was it being treated with suffi  cient respect?39 In 

36 Diego López Cortés, no. 8, fol. 6r to 7v.
37 Th e offi  ce of public notary in Molina de Aragón had passed to Gil Cortés from 

his father, Diego López Cortés.
38 His fi rst marriage was to Catalina González, daughter of Pedro de Ayllón, alder-

man of Molina de Aragón, to whom he was married fourteen or fi ft een years. (It is 
noteworthy that Diego was denounced by a number of witnesses bearing the surname 
Ayllón). Two or three years aft er he was widowed he married Mari Pérez Malo, daughter 
of bachiller Cano, resident of Tordepalos. His second wife had died some six or seven 
years before Diego’s prosecution. Ibid. fol. 6v.

39 In the words of the fi scal, Andrés González, “[Diego López] has stated to everyone 
in this area and its residents that he has a thorn from the crown of our savior and 
redeemer Jesus Christ, and as such he asks all those who see it to revere and respect 
it, and persuaded by Diego López Cortés they do just that, and if it is true [that it is 
the holy thorn] he keeps it in a very disgraceful place and that he uses it with such 
indecency that it is found scandalous by those Christians who know about it; and if 
it is not [the holy thorn] he is tricking everyone. I ask your worship [the inquisitorial 
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answer to the second question, the inquisitors were informed that the 
thorn was kept in a chest in Diego’s house, from which it was taken 
periodically and placed on the breasts of women in childbirth, in order 
to relieve their pain.40 Also, when there were hailstones both Diego and 
his daughters placed the thorn in the window of his house so that these 
would be transformed into clear rain not to damage the crops.

Before continuing with the other accusations against Diego López, 
it is important to note that the practice of driving away hailstones by 
using reliquary was relatively common.41 It is indeed likely that López 
had come across a number of these popular religious rites on his trans-
humant journeys across the country, and that these had inspired him 
to use the thorn likewise. Given the area’s unfavorable climatic condi-
tions, such rituals would have off ered a certain psychological security 
and would thus have gained López a good deal of publicity.

In addition to being attacked for his disrespect for religious reliquary, 
Diego López was also accused of blasphemy and apostasy. According 
to some of his detractors, on talking to his brother Francisco about 
the quality of their lives, Diego stated, “I don’t believe in God, nor 
that Paradise is better than the life that the traitor my brother has at 
home.”42 Juana Cortés, Diego’s niece, stated that the accused had said, 
“it was impossible to have a better life in heaven.” Other witnesses 

judge] to order him to present the said thorn and his reasons for believing it to be 
what he says it is.” (Diego López Cortés, no. 8, fol. 9r).

40 Th ere are many testimonies to the fact that the thorn was used to reduce birth 
pains. Th e above quote is from the cleric Miguel Cruzado. Ibid., fol. 3r. A similar cer-
emony to alleviate childbirth pains was that of the Santa Cinta (“holy belt”), mentioned 
by William A. Christian Jr in Apparitions in Late Medieval and Renaissance Spain, 
Princeton, 1981, pp. 53–54. 

41 W. Christian notes that in the sixteenth century “lay professionals circulated 
through the Castilian countryside selling their services to individuals or communities to 
ward off  disease, locusts, other insect pests, or hailstorms by magical methods. Known 
variously as necromancers, enpsalmers, or conjurers of clouds, they competed directly 
with the priests of the parishes . . . Similarly, the cloud chasers were hired by communi-
ties to conjure hail-bearing storm clouds away, or make the hail dissolve into rain.” 
William A. Christian, Jr, Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain, Princeton, 1981, pp. 
29–31. Th ese and other customs are collected in E. Casas Gaspar, Ritos agrarios. Folklore 
campesino español, Madrid, 1950, pp. 56–71 and 93–95. Some of the ceremonies related 
to rain have persisted up to the present day. See J. R. Figueras, “Folklore de la lluvia 
y de las tempestades en el Pirineo catalan,” RDTP, 7:2 (1951), pp. 292–326, especially 
how to combat hailstones and lightning, pp. 309–321. Very oft en the villagers blame 
the local priest if hailstones destroy the crop: pp. 310, 311 and 318.

42 Ibid., fols. 3r and 9r. Oft en the witnesses diff er in their chronology for the same 
event, as in this case. For some it occurred two years previously; for others just a month 
previously. Th is variation in dates was pointed out by Diego in his defense. 
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accused Diego of stating “that earthly pleasures and pursuits were bet-
ter than the blessed eternity that the good and Catholic Christians are 
preparing for.”43

Another prosecution witness stated that some ten years previously he 
and a friend had needed bread and thus went to Diego López’s house to 
buy some from two young ladies (probably the daughters). Th e girls said 
that they had no bread and thus the two men went to an inn (posada) in 
search of some. Th en López turned up and said from the street: “Th ey 
are scoundrels who come to my house looking for bread . . ., I deny God 
if I don’t kill them,” as well as other bad language.44 It seems that López 
had denied God in public on a number of other previous occasions.45

Witnesses also reported that eight years previously López had dis-
rupted the procession of the Holy Sacrament during the Corpus Christi 
celebrations in Prados Redondos. While the other residents followed 
reverently, López marched “shamelessly and without devotion” among 
the priests, lance in hand, without humbling himself or paying respect 
to the Holy Sacrament, without taking off  his hat or kneeling down as 
Christians did, “and he was very disrespectful, acting the fool, scandal-
izing all the people who saw him.” Other witnesses added that Diego 
created such a scandal that the clergy who took part in the procession 
did not wish to return to the village.46

Diego appeared before the court in November 1553, soon aft er the 
proceedings had begun, accused of heresy and apostasy.47 In Decem-
ber he was ordered to return home to celebrate Christmas, only to be 
recalled in January, when he was sent to the Inquisition’s jail in Molina 
and told he would not be allowed to leave without a license. Henceforth 
he was called before the tribunal intermittently to confess his sins and 
unburden his conscience. Th e prosecutor, Andrés González, once again 
accused him of heresy, emphasizing his scandalous manipulation of 
the thorn, his irreverent behaviour in the Corpus Christi procession 
and his denial of God and Paradise. González also made much of the 

43 Th is according to prosecuting attorney Andrés González. Ibid., fol. 9r.
44 Declaration of Martín de Durango, shoemaker, in the trial proceedings of Diego 

López Cortés, no. 8, fol. 4r.
45 Th is was emphasized by the prosecution attorney Andrés González, who accused 

Diego of “blasphemy, public scandal, heresy and violence,” ibid., fol. 9r.
46 According to the priest Miguel Cruzado, “he caused such a scandal that the priests 

did not wish to return to take part in the religious festival, seeing how little Christianity 
and devotion there was there.” Ibid., fol. 4v.

47 Ibid., fol. 5r.
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fact that Diego was of Converso lineage and the grandson and great 
grandson of crypto-Jews.48

Th roughout his trial, Diego followed the same strategy: he had no idea 
why he had been denounced; he denied having committed any crime 
and emphasized that he had many enemies who lied, in particular his 
brothers-in-law García Rodríguez and García (or Garci, according to his 
testimony) de Ayllón. As for his statements about an earthy paradise in 
the village of Chera, this, he said, came from a popular saying, which 
he exaggerated to emphasise the frugality of his brother’s fare.49

Regarding the thorn of Christ, he stated that it had belonged to his 
family since his great grandmother Leonor Vázquez de Barrientos, wife 
of Gil López Cortés and lady in waiting to Gascón de la Cerda, Count 
of Medinaceli, received it as a present. According to Diego, the thorn 
had been venerated “from time immemorial in these parts, and the 
Bishops of this Bishopric saw and recognized this and presented it to 
the people as such.”50 His father, Gil Cortés, had stipulated in his will 
that each year in May, on the day on which the Crown of Jesus was 
celebrated, the abbot and the canons were to say mass for the deceased 
in the Church of Saint Martin, in Molina.51 On the same day the thorn 
was to be solemnly exhibited in the traditional procession. Aft er the mass, 
the thorn was to be returned to the eldest member of the Cortés family, 
in whose possession it would remain.52 Th us, the thorn passed to Diego, 
who, according to his confession, wrapped it in silk and placed it in a 

48 Ibid., fols. 9r–9v.
49 Ibid., fol. 15v.
50 Ibid., fol. 15r. Th ere is no evidence that the thorn was venerated in an earlier 

period. Other than in the will of Diego’s father, Gil Cortés, the thorn appears in no 
documents prior to the 1553 trial. 

51 Saint Martin was probably Gil López’s parish church. Founded in 1182, it is the 
oldest church in Molina de Aragón. It is situated in a neighborhood on the oppositie 
side of the city to the judería and moreria.

52 An authenticated copy of the will appears in Diego López Cortés’ trial proceed-
ings. Ibid., fols 37v–38v. Moreover, although not confi rmed in the will, Diego stated 
that his father had asked that a silver grated box be made to contain the thorn and 
that this be placed next to the host. Th is box was to be locked by two keys, one in the 
priest’s possession, the other to be held by the eldest male in the Cortés family. However, 
this box was not made, and this was the reason, according to Diego, that the thorn 
remained in his house in Prados Redondos. Ibid., 10r–10v. Perhaps this was, in eff ect, 
Gil Cortés’ wish. In the early modern period not all of the person’s wishes were stated 
in the will. Many were transmitted orally to the executor and the family members. 
See L. Zozaya and M. Zozaya, “Una fuente archivística inusistada por la historiografía 
de la muerte en la Edad Moderna: los recibos de las limosnas,” Anexos de la Revista 
SIGNO, 2 (1998), pp. 257–267.
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silver box, which he kept in his best chest and locked with two keys; one 
of these was held by himself, the other by his daughter Constanza.53

With regard to who exhibited the thorn, the declarations were con-
tradictory. Diego’s antagonists stated that both Diego and his daugh-
ters, all of whom were laypeople, used it as an aid against storms and 
the problems of childbirth. However, in his fi rst appearance in front 
of the Inquisition, Diego stated that the relic was only handled by the 
clergy. Later he stated that his daughter Constanza took control of it, 
and then that some women used it for cases of complicated childbirth. 
Later still, he admitted that if there were hailstones in the village and no 
member of the Cortés family present, others oft en took out the chest 
to combat the storm.54

Judging by the above statements, it would seem that the thorn ritu-
als had become a devotional custom in Prados Redondos and that a 
number of the residents at least were adherents. However, this devotion 
was quite recent, created by Diego himself. Prior to this the thorn was 
exhibited only once a year, in a religious procession, in Molina, under 
the watchful eyes of the local religious dignitaries. Nevertheless, despite 
this usurpation of religious authority, the Inquisition now appeared to 
take a much more lenient view of Diego’s actions. First it placed him 
under the custody of his brother, Garci Cortés, a priest in the church 
of Saint Martin. Next, it granted him licence to move freely in Molina 
to attend his business. In the meantime the inquisitors asked Diego to 
exhibit the thorn to the tribunal so that they could determine whether 
or not it was a relic.

At the beginning of March 1554, Diego chose a bachiller Muela to 
defend his case. Muela’s attitude was that the prosecution witnesses 
were blaming a Christian gentleman whose only crime was to exhibit 
a relic “for a necessary and just cause.” Muela also introduced some 
new information into the proceedings. He asked the witnesses if they 
were aware that Diego had suff ered some mental problems as a result 
of falling from a horse in a joust fi ft een or so years previously; and he 
requested that they “be as fair as possible and take into consideration his 
lack of judgement.”55 For his part, Diego continued to maintain that this 
was a conspiracy; however, he also began to excuse his actions, stating 

53 Diego López Cortés’ trial proceedings, fols. 10r, 10v and 15r.
54 Ibid., fols. 10v and 14r.
55 For bachiller Muela’s declarations, see ibid., 16r to 17v.
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that they were the result of “human frailty, as I am a sinner through 
ignorance or carelessness or too much peevishness and passion, and 
not through lack of faith or belief.”56

On 31 March, Diego was acquitted without costs. However, he 
was still required to present the thorn to the Inquisition offi  cials for 
examination. Two days later he handed it over to Antón Díaz, the 
Prados Redondos priest, who, “accompanied by the village residents,” 
presented it to the inquisitor Enrique de la Cueva. Th e inquisitor then 
ruled that it was a relic and that it should be kept in the sanctuary of 
the Prados Redondos’ church, next to the Holy Sacrament. Here it was 
to be stored in a casket locked by two keys, one to be in the possession 
of Diego, his brothers and legitimate heirs, the other to be kept by the 
local priest.57

It was, thus, the inquisitor Enrique de la Cueva who decided that 
the thorn was of relic status. However, his decision appears to have 
been made without access to any apostolic authority, at least none of 
the sources mention such authentication. Furthermore, none of the 
residents of Prado, who appear in the case records, refer to any offi  cial 
investigation.58 Apparently, de la Cueva made his decision on the spot, 
based on his examination of the thorn and on the oral testimonies of 
Diego Cortés and the trial witnesses. We should, however, view the deci-
sion with a certain amount of circumspection, in view of the fact that 
the inquisitor was stripped of his offi  ce in December of the same year 
for corrupt practices, among which was the acceptance of bribes.59

56 Ibid., 39v.
57 Ibid., fol. 39v. This decision created a long-term battle between the Prados 

Redondos church and the Saint Martin parish church in Molina de Aragón, the latter 
believing that it had a greater claim to the relic by virtue of the fact that it was origi-
nally associated with a ceremony held there. See N. Sanz Martínez, La Santa Espina de 
Prados Redondos. Su historia, su autenticidad, Madrid, 1966, introduction.

58 At least the residents of Prados Redondos could off er no proof of this. Anton 
Vázquez, a witness in the trial of Francisco Cortés, stated “that he did not know of any 
authorization by the Pope or by any prelate at all, only the estimation of the Cortés 
people and later that which don Enrique [de la Cueva] ordered.” Francisco Cortés, 
no. 11, 26r and 28r. 

59 See Sara Tilghman Nalle, Mad for God. Bartolomé Sánchez, the secret messiah 
of Cardenete, Charlottesville and London, 2001, p. 112: “Don Enrique, it turned out, 
was a corrupt judge who employed a violent young servant, and the Suprema began 
to receive complaints and appeals from aggrieved parties in the towns where he had 
conducted trials and his servant had committed crimes. Sometime later in the summer 
[of 1555], Cueva was recalled to Valladolid and placed under arrest, and in December, 
aft er an investigation, was stripped of his judgeship in Cuenca and permanently barred 
from holding any position in the Holy Offi  ce.”
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Is it possible that Diego had paid de la Cueva for an acceptable 
resolution to his case, and that this included an offi  cial recognition 
of the thorn’s relic status, which would also have met with the local 
community’s approval? It does, indeed, seem strange that a case that 
began with an emphasis on Diego López Cortés’ heresy and his suspi-
cious use of the thorn should suddenly end in the exoneration of the 
accused and the legitimization of a relic, certifi ed by the same institution 
that had previously questioned its authenticity.

Th e Trial of Francisco Cortés (1553–1558)

Francisco Cortés, Diego’s younger brother, was born in Molina de 
Aragón in 1505 but raised in Prados Redondos. He was a transhumance 
shepherd from an early age; at fi rst he looked aft er his father’s herd 
and later his own. When he was seventeen he spent a year in Molina, 
followed by nine months in the city of Sigüenza. He then returned to 
Prado Redondos, where he married Juana Catalán, daughter of Juan 
Catalán, lord of Valdecabriel and Villa Cadina. Soon aft er their wedding 
the young couple took up residence in the village of Chera. Francisco 
was still residing in the village when, in 1553, he was called before the 
Inquisition. He was originally denounced by three priests and his niece 
Juana Cortés; however, other prosecution witnesses soon came forward. 
Most of the prosecution witnesses were those who had also informed on 
his brother Diego. Th e majority of their accusations concerned events 
that took place ten or more years previously.60

Among other things, Francisco was accused of having desecrated 
Chera’s church and cemetery, stabling his and his servants’ animals 
within these sacred places, and causing a great scandal in the village.61 
He had also used the church to lodge his workmen, placing beds there 
for them to sleep, and had used the baptismal font as a repository for 
their tools. Furthermore, Francisco’s men had used the chest which 
contained the holy ornaments as a table for eating their food. Both the 
priest, Miguel Cruzado, and the verger, Antonio Vázquez—Francisco’s 
principal critics—had reprimanded the workers and had thrown them 

60 In the following section I refer only to the most reiterated accusations or the 
most signifi cant. 

61 Th is occurred fi ve years prior to the trial. Francisco Cortés, no. 11, fol. 3r. 
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out of the church. However, Francisco had argued with them, stating 
that the church was “for everyone’s use.” On another occasion a Morisco 
plasterer from Granada had lived in the church while he worked on 
Francisco’s house, and had used the dais as a bed. Th is incident was 
related by the verger, who also noted that Francisco was the grandson 
of Garci Gallego, who had been tried by the Holy Offi  ce as a Crypto-
Jew.62 It would seem evident that the verger had linked Francisco and 
the Morisco plaster in an act of New-Christian religious subterfuge.

Francisco had also attacked the village clerics on a number of occa-
sions. During an All Saints Day mass, he accused the priest of off ering 
unconsecrated hosts to the parishioners.63 On another occasion he had 
dressed in a dishevelled manner to hear mass in the church of Prados 
Redondos; and at Christmas he had listened to mass while intermit-
tently covering his eyes with his cape.64 On yet another occasion, a 
banquet, he got drunk and “began to sing in a loud voice the response 
ne recorderis peccata mea, scandalizing all those who testifi ed against 
him, who also pointed out, as the verger had done, that Francisco was 
a Converso.65

Indeed, it would seem that Francisco identified more with his 
Converso roots than his Old-Christian ones. For example, some years 
previously he had expressed in public that the law of the Conversos 
was better than that of the Old Christians, because the former helped 
each other while the latter would “pull out your eyes” if they could. 
As far as the prosecuting attorney was concerned this statement was 
tantamount to a confession that Francisco was an adherent to the Mosaic 
Law of his ancestors.66 On another occasion, Francisco had denied God. 
On yet another, he had stated that God favored those who had money 
and their fi elds sown, and not the needy;67 this was proof, the prosecutor 

62 Th is occurred three or four years before the trial. Ibid., fols. 2v, 7r and 36r.
63 Th e priest Pero Jiménez stated that this had occurred two years previously, while 

Chelo Marco Torrijo, a resident of Chera, stated that it had taken place only three 
months before the trial. Ibid., 2r and 7v respectively. 

64 According to the deposition of García Rodríguez, taken on 26 February 1554, this 
took place three or four years previously. Ibid., fol. 5v.

65 Ibid., fol. 23v.
66 For example, in a conversation with the priest Domingo Vázquez four years previ-

ously, Francisco had stated that a neighbor who was in fi nancial diffi  culties would not 
have problems recuperating his debts, “because the law of the Conversos was better 
than that of the Old Christians, because they help each other, and the Old Christians 
would pull out each others eyes if they could.” Ibid., fol. 3r.

67 Ibid., fol. 5r.
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believed, of the accused’s lack of faith in God and His mercy.68 It was 
also reported that Francisco tried to avoid paying church taxes, stating 
that his ancestors had not paid them.69

When Francisco found out that his two nieces, the daughters of his 
brother Diego, had been called to give evidence before the Inquisition, 
he threatened them, telling them to state that they had no recollection 
of any of the off ences he was accused of. He also threatened some 
witnesses with a “dolos al Diablo” and scared others, stating that he 
consider them his enemies in both this world and the next.70 It appears 
that some of the attacks were the result of the usual village factionalism, 
although this does not discount the fact that Francisco was regarded 
as a strange fi sh in Chera.71

On 4 November 1553, Andrés González, the same prosecutor who 
had taken charge of Diego’s trial, accused Francisco of heresy and 
apostasy, making reference, at the same time, to the defendant’s Jewish 
background. Francisco was then incarcerated in the Inquisition jail in 
Molina. Four days later he stood before the Inquisition judge, Enrique 
de la Cueva, to answer the charges against him. He stated that he knew 
of no reason why he was being tried; he had committed no crimes, 
nor heretical acts, and he was a good Christian. Nevertheless, with the 
exception of the non-payment of church taxes,72 he did not deny that 
he had comported himself in a manner similar to that described by the 
prosecution witnesses, although he did attempt to show that in most 
cases his actions had been exaggerated or misinterpreted.

Th us, Francisco explained that as the Chera church doors had fallen 
down both his and other residents’ animals oft en entered the temple. As 
for the response ne recoderis peccata mea, he sang it oft en, but always 
in the church, with priests present and without malice. When he stated 

68 Ibid., fol. 45r.
69 Th e reference could have been to his hidalgo ancestors who, being considered 

noble, would not have been required to pay taxes. However, it could equally well 
have been a reference to his Jewish ancestors who would also not have been required 
to pay tithes. 

70 Francisco Cortés, fol. 6r.
71 As Francisco noted in his defence, there were two factions in Chera: one was lead 

by himself, and the other by the priests Domingo Vázquez, bachiller Cruzado, Pero 
Jiménez and Juan de la Muela. Ibid., fols. 29r–35v.

72 He stated “that he was not obliged to pay tithes nor primicias to the priest of 
Prados Redondos, but to the priest of Saint Martin’s, in Molina de Aragón, where he 
was a parishioner and where he had always paid.” Ibid., fol. 46r. It is noteworthy that 
Francisco’s brother, Garci Cortés, was the priest of Saint Martin’s. 
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that God only looked aft er the rich, he was addressing a group of idle 
people, whom he berated so that they would plough and furrow. Th ese 
people had replied that God would take care of what had been sown 
and would favor them. He had then stated that “they should not believe 
that God would work miracles while they remained idle.” However, 
with respect to his remarks on the Conversos, he admitted to having 
said that they “treated each other better than Old Christians treated 
each other” because the law of the Jews was better.73

On 17 November 1553 the inquisitor Enrique de la Cueva suspended 
the case, stating that the Christmas festival was near and that the 
Inquisition offi  cials needed to leave the town; and he placed Francisco 
in the Inquisition jail to await the trial’s resumption. Four months 
later Francisco applied for a licence to take his fl ocks to Extremadura. 
Th is was granted to him. Th en, in August 1554, Enrique de la Cueva 
pronounced his verdict: Francisco was to pay a fi ft y ducats fi ne and to 
refrain in future from improper utterances.74 Th is dramatic turn in the 
proceedings took place just three months aft er Diego Cortés’ trial had 
been resolved in a similar arbitrary way. It is thus tempting to conclude 
that sometime at the beginning of 1554 Enrique de la Cueva had come 
to an amicable agreement with both brothers.75

However, eighteen months later, in February 1556, a new Inquisi-
tion prosecutor, bachiller Alonso Serrano, reopened the case. Serrano 
had tried on several occasions to catch Francisco, whom he accused 
of being a heretic. Now he stated that there had been a number of 
irregularities in the previous trial, the majority of which were related 
to the inquisitorial judge, Enrique de la Cueva.76 Cueva, it will be 
recalled, had been convicted of corrupt practice in 1554 and stripped 
of his offi  ce, although this information was not included in Francisco’s 
trial records.

In the next months Serrano recalled many of the earlier prosecution 
witnesses to repeat their testimonies against Francisco. As well as re-
examining all the previous accusations, the prosecutor also brought up 

73 Ibid., fol. 43r. 
74 Ibid., fols. 19r and 19v.
75 It is signifi cant that in March 1555, aft er prosecuting de la Cueva for corruption, 

the Suprema declared Francisco’s case null and void and ordered the fi ft y ducats in 
costs to be returned to the defendant. 

76 He declared that Enrique de la Cueva’s decision was made without consulting 
the prosecuting attorney, and that Francisco should be punished for his “scandalous, 
ugly, disagreeable crimes against the Holy Offi  ce . . .” Ibid., fol. 39r.
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the matter of the thorn. Had a clerical authority declared it authentic, 
or was it merely the assertion of the Cortés family? Th e witnesses stated 
that the thorn was offi  cially recognized as a relic when the inquisitor 
Enrique de la Cueva had ordered it to be kept in the church at Prados 
Redondos, in a cask locked by two keys.77 On the recent death of Diego 
Cortés, one of these keys had passed to Francisco. Th e thorn was no 
longer used on an ad hoc basis to combat storms and hailstones but was 
now the object of an annual procession around the village, when it was 
venerated by many people, both within the community and outside.78

All this information was presented to the Inquisition offi  cials in the 
Cuenca tribunal, who, unlike Serrano, appeared to be in no hurry to 
convict Francisco of heresy. Francisco eventually appeared before the 
court in January 1557, only to be informed that as the offi  cials were 
very busy there was no time to attend to his case.79 He next appeared 
on 13 May, when he asked for permission to postpone the proceedings 
so that he could look aft er his livestock. When he fi nally testifi ed before 
the tribunal, in June 1558, he maintained the same attitude as during 
his previous trial, justifying his actions with unconvincing arguments; 
he also repeated his view that the law of the Conversos was better than 
that of the Old Christians.

On June 12 the tribunal reached its verdict: Francisco was required 
to listen, while kneeling, to fi ve masses for the souls in purgatory, all at 
his own cost; provide fi ve pounds of oil to illuminate his parish church; 
and pay twenty ducats in fi nes to the Holy Offi  ce. Furthermore, he was 
ordered to desist in future from making inappropriate remarks and 
from threatening those who had testifi ed against him.80

77 For example, Juan Alonso, “el Mozo,” stated that “he did not know if this thorn 
had been approved by an ecclesiastical authority before Señor Enrique inquisitor 
ordered it to be placed in the church and ordered a key to be given to the eldest of 
the Cortés family.” Ibid., 28r.

78 Anton Vázquez stated that “once a year in the month of May, the Day of the 
Crown, everyone takes [the thorn] out and in procession through the village.” Ibid., 
fol. 26v. Juan Alonso, “el Mozo,” stated that “many people have worshipped [the thorn] 
both from the village and outside, especially when it was returned to Prados Redondos 
aft er being seen by señor Enrique inquisitor.” Ibid., fol. 28v.

79 Ibid., 42r.
80 Ibid., fols. 47v–49r. 
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Th e Present Day Festival of the Holy Th orn

Once the López family’s relic was safely housed in the Prados Redon-
dos church, an annual Festival of the Holy Th orn was instituted; and 
in 1583 a Confraternity of the True Cross and Holy Th orn was estab-
lished, to which most of the families of Prados Redondos and the 
neighboring villages subscribed. Later the confraternity was fused with 
the Brotherhood of the Holy Sacrament.81 Unfortunately, I have found 
no description of the original event. I have, however, witnessed the 
current festival, which I believe follows closely the sixteenth-century 
ceremony, and thus merits a brief description.

Traditionally the festival took place on May 4; however, in recent 
years the date has been changed to August 14 (the day before the 
celebration of the Asuncion), when the majority of the villagers, who 
now live and work outside the area, are present for their summer 
vacations.82 Th e festival begins at midday with a mass in honor of the 
Holy Th orn, in which biblical passages are read out alluding to the 
crown of Jesus. At the end of the mass, while the church bells ring, 
everyone leaves the church to march in procession through the village. 
At the head of the group are two men who carry enormous fl ags of the 
confraternity; these are followed by a group of men who wave banners 
embroidered with cross and thorn motifs, and, behind them, the priest, 
who carries the reliquary, covered by an antique canopy whose four 
poles are held by senior citizens; the rest of the congregation follows, 
singing songs related to the relic. At the rear of the procession a group 
of musicians play guitar, mandolin and violin.83 A few yards outside the 
church, the procession stops briefl y at a simple rustic altar dedicated 
to the thorn.84 Here the priest points the relic toward the fi elds and 
blesses the crops; the congregation responds with “Long Live the Holy 

81 Th e confraternity members are obligated to attend the ceremonies in honor of 
the Holy Th orn and Holy Cross. See N. Sanz Martínez, La Santa Espina . . ., pp. 65 
and 66.

82 Nowadays Prados Redondos is almost empty in the winter months. In the sum-
mer months another hundred and fi ft y absentee residents converge on the village. I 
would like to thank the Prados Redondos community for its generous hospitality they 
showed me during the 2007 Festival of the Holy Th orn.

83 Th e procession is brief and without a doubt follows the same route as it did in the 
sixteenth century, as the village center has clearly not changed shape in four hundred 
years. None of the streets carry a formal street name. 

84 Previously this altar was covered with an antique cloth (the oldest preserved in 
the village) which was decorated with images of the Holy Th orn. Some seven years 
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Th orn” (“Viva la Santa Espina”). In the evening there is a service for 
the Adoration of the relic. Aft er this ceremony the faithful sing “Verses 
in Praise of the Holy Th orn” (Gozos de la Santa Espina),85 while they 
fi le past the relic to kiss it, fi rst the men and then the women. At the 
same time they off er donations to the church.

It seems that in an earlier period so many people came to the Festival 
of the Th orn that they were unable to fi t into the church. For this rea-
son at the end of the sixteenth century a small tower was constructed 
in an adjacent square. Th is strange construction allowed the priest to 
show the thorn to all the devotees who gathered to worship the relic. 
Nowadays barely a few dozen people are present for the ceremony, all 
of whom fi t comfortably into the small church.

Conclusions

At the end of the fi ft eenth century the town of Molina de Aragón, in the 
province of Guadalajara, was home to a group of crypto-Jews. Several 
decades later the descendants of this group no longer Judaized, or at 
least there is no solid evidence of this; however, in spite of declaring 
themselves Catholic practitioners, it is clear that their religious tenden-
cies were not orthodox Christian ones. Indeed, the trial records suggest 
that they rejected not only formal Catholic practice but also the belief 
that Jesus Christ was the son of God and the conduit to eternal salva-
tion.86 While there is insuffi  cient evidence to present these Conversos, 
the majority of whom were related, as a self-conscious socio-religious 
group, the views expressed by Francisco Cortés on the superiority of 

ago a resident made a new cover on which the casket holding the relic is portrayed, 
surrounded by the words: “Viva la/Santa Espina.”

85 According to one of the residents, these verses in praise of the thorn are very old 
and have been transmitted orally from generation to generation. Many, like himself, 
know them by heart. I will cite only the fi rst and last verse, as these are most relevant 
to this study: “If for painful suff ering/you want to fi nd medicine,/come to the garden 
of the thorns/and you will fi nd a garden of roses . . . If pestilence, if illness/if hunger, if 
famine/one day affl  ict you,/come hither pious ones/and cry out to the thorns,/and they 
will relieve you of all this.” (“Si de afl icciones penosas/queréis hallar medicinas,/venid 
al huerto de espinas/hallaréis huerto de rosas./. . . Si peste, si enfermedad,/si hambre, 
si carestía/nos afl igiese algún día,/venid devotos llegad,/y a las espinas aclamad,/y os 
librarán de esas cosas.”)

86 For example, Sánchez de Huerta’s statement in 1525, repeated by Diego Lopéz 
Cortés in 1553.
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“Converso law,” reveal that at least one of their number believed in a 
discrete Converso identity.

Th e descendents of the crypto-Jews expressed their non-conformism 
mostly in a series of actions that we would now describe as “exceptional 
normal.”87 Th ese are everyday acts that are recognized as transgressions, 
but which do not lead immediately to the perpetrator’s denunciation. 
Th us certain heterodox practices are ignored by the community for a 
number of years until, suddenly, something triggers a group reaction 
and infractions that were committed years previously are denounced.

Of all the religious transgressions mentioned in this study, the most 
signifi cant are those associated with Diego López Cortés’ “holy thorn.” 
Given the subsequent importance of the thorn to religious practice in 
the Prados Redondos area, it is important that we examine the birth 
and legitimization of this religious tradition. First, let us examine it 
from Diego’s perspective. What was his view of the thorn? We know, 
for example, that his father had stipulated in his will that the thorn 
was to be exhibited once a year in a religious procession in Molina de 
Aragón. However, Diego did not follow these instructions; instead he 
kept the thorn separate from formal religious practice, initiating certain 
popular rituals which gained many adherents in the Prados Redondos 
community.

Did Diego himself believe in the authenticity and supernatural prop-
erties of the thorn? Given the scant information available on his religious 
views, this question is impossible to answer with any conviction. It is 
signifi cant, however, that a number of witnesses reported that Diego 
believed only in this world and not the hereaft er. Th is belief, referred to 
oft en in fi ft eenth century texts as “Epicurean” or “Sadducean,” appears 
to have evolved originally within a Jewish courtier elite infl uenced by 
rationalist (Averroistic) philosophy. It became popular in the fi ft eenth 
century among Conversos who rejected Catholicism for a private reli-
giosity based on certain tenets of Judaism.88 Th e materialistic view that 

87 See, for example, A. Pons and J. Serna, Cómo se escribe la microhistoria. Ensayo 
sobre Carlo Ginzburg, Madrid, 2000, pp. 258–259 and 268–269.

88 “Unlike Christianity, Jewish philosophy and rituals give little attention to the idea 
of individual salvation or to the concept of a physical heaven . . .” David M. Gitlitz, 
Secrecy and Deceit: Th e Religion of the Crypto-Jews, University of New Mexico Press, 
2002, p. 110. Th is Saduccean outlook was also expressed by the Garcia Sánchez de 
Huerta, a Converso priest of Molina de Aragón, who stated that there was nothing 
more than to be born and to die.
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one should focus only on creating prosperity for oneself in this world, 
expressed by Diego’s brother Francisco, is also linked to this “Saddu-
cean” outlook.89 It would seem unlikely, then, if we give credit to the 
witnesses’ testimony, that Diego believed in the mission of a Christian 
Messiah or, by extension, the supernatural power of icons associated 
with Him. However, this does not necessarily mean that Diego was a 
complete charlatan. He may indeed have believed in the supernatural 
qualities of the thorn (associated with the Holy Land), without link-
ing them to Jesus. Talismans and amulets were very popular in both 
Christian and Jewish communities. It is thus possible that Diego used 
the thorn as a magical object, like, for example, fennel, which Jews 
sometimes wrapped in silk (as Diego wrapped his thorn) and employed 
as a phylactery to guard the home against evil.90

While it is impossible to determine Diego’s religious credo, it seems 
certain that he felt possessive of the artefact and unenthusiastic about 
sharing it with the local church. It is also possible, indeed, that he saw 
it as a means of thumbing his nose at an institutional religion, while 
acquiring for himself a certain amount of social prestige as the pro-
prietor of an important talisman. However, as his extra-offi  cial rituals 
gained adherents, they began to challenge the role and status of the local 
priests, who thereupon denounced Diego to the Inquisition. Once the 
Holy Offi  ce began to investigate the issue, others came forward with 
tales of the Cortés brothers’ anticlerical and antisocial attitudes.

What was the local Church’s attitude to the popular religious prac-
tices that grew up around Diego’s thorn? Curiously, they do not appear 
to have doubted the thorn’s authenticity (it was only the Inquisition 
that posed this question). Th e priests’ major preoccupation was that an 
important relic was in the wrong hands. Th us, they used the Inquisition 
to wrest this powerful object away from a member of the lay commu-
nity and deposit it within the church, where it would no longer pose 
a challenge to clerical authority. In taking possession of the thorn the 
church was able to capture popular enthusiasm for an unoffi  cial icon 
and channel it into offi  cial religious practice. Moreover, in incorporating 
the thorn into the local church reliquary, the Prados Redondos clergy 

89 Ibid., pp. 89–90 and 110–115. Francisco Cortés’ had stated that God favored those 
who had money and their fi elds sown.

90 Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition, 1939, p. 136.



 a thorn in the community 185

were enhancing the town’s religious and social prestige. Th us, church 
and local community were happy with the arrangement, and have 
remained so up until the present day. As for the thorn’s connection to 
a tainted Converso family, that has been eff ectively wiped clean from 
local memory.91

91 Th e history of the Prados Redondos’ holy thorn has already been treated in 
N. Sanz Martínez, La Santa Espina. Su historia, su autenticidad, Madrid, 1966. However, 
the purpose of this publication, co-published by the Archbishopric of Madrid-Alcala, 
was to celebrate the fact that the thorn had been re-examined in 1960 by ecclesiasti-
cal authorities and authenticated (pp. 31, 32, 61, and 63). For this authentication, the 
investigating committee had partially studied the Cortés brothers’ trial proceedings, 
citing those parts that confi rmed the thorn’s relic status, with the view to demonstrating 
that no one doubted the thorn’s authenticity in the sixteenth century. Although Sanz 
mentions the principal accusations against Diego, he does not mention that he used 
the thorn to alleviate birth pains. Furthermore, he does not mention the accusations 
against Francisco Cortés at all. Most important, he makes no mention of the brothers’ 
Converso background.
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