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Remaking Spain’s Jews:
Early Modern Spanish Conversos and the Carvajal Family

Introduction and Significance of the Project

Only weeks before that damp October evening of 1511, the Florentine Machiavelli labored to persuade Spanish Catholic Cardinal Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal to delay his actions at Pisa.  Yes, the excommunicated French King Louis XII, France’s allies the Florentines, and a scattering of cardinals would buttress Carvajal’s initiative, but his ambition could not assure success.  Yet, Bernardino, a descendent of Jewish converts to Christianity (a “converso”), would not deny himself what he failed to seize only eight years earlier.  Fatefully, Carvajal pressed leather to wood and ascended his papal throne at the schismatic Council of Pisa and there sat in opposition to Pope Julius II.  Jerusalem’s seed, cultivated into an aggressive Castilian Catholic exemplary, now presided over a defiant element in the holy Roman Catholic Church.  What remains extraordinary about Bernardino was not his success, but his ancestral stain.

Bernardino, as well as his extended converso family, thrived not only in the Catholic Church, but also in the Christian military orders of Calatrava and Alcántara and the royal administration of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabela.  Spain’s cultural re-engineering project, flanked by the Spanish Reconquista and the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, had successfully transformed this once-Jewish Carvajal family into her model Castilian Catholics.   Still, unsightly Jewish blemishes continued to materialize on the family throughout the 14th through 17th centuries, embarrassing the Carvajals.  Spain’s implementation of municipal blood purity laws (“limpieza de sangre”) in the 1550s, which systematically excluded conversos from public life, and its formation of the Spanish Inquisition in 1480 ferreted out eight suspected Jewish Carvajal family members. While many Carvajal family members had converted to Christianity by 1391, as that year Christian rioters murdered tens of thousands of Jews in Toledo, Seville, and Cordoba, some resilient Carvajals continued to practice Judaism well into the 17th century.

The persecution of the conversos and expulsion of the Jews forced the Carvajal family to adopt survival strategies that involved religious, vocational, and geographic decisions. The Carvajals were typical of conversos who had, in essence, two options.  They could mask their Jewish ancestry and solidify their positions as Castilian Catholic exemplars, or two, could leave Spain. In the second instance they might initially conceal their Jewish identity, but ultimately revert to their Jewish faith once outside the reaches of the Spanish Inquisition.  My research documents the Carvajals’ difficult family and confessional choices as they negotiated a changing world. 

My dissertation aims to reconcile how Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal and other interrelated family members transformed themselves from a singularly Jewish family into separate arms of Jewish, Christian, and mixed-faith descendents.  No existing research or depictions of the Carvajals treats the family as a whole. My dissertation research requires extensive field research in three separate stages in Spain, Mexico, and Portugal.
My research will innovate by unifying two differing trajectories of scholarly thought on the conversos of Spain, Portugal, and Mexico.  On one hand, scholars such as Y. Baer and B. Netanyahu, have superbly explored the lives of Sephardic Jews and Jewish conversos, yet they neglect their Christian converso familial and kin relations.  Other scholars (I. Altman, R. Kagan, and C. and W. Phillips) have focused on the early modern Spanish imperial project with particular attention to its agents in the military orders, clergy, and royal administration. However, they rarely allude to the converso and Jewish ancestries of many of these agents.  

 A significant number of the Carvajals that remained in early modern Spain recast their public and private identities as Christian exemplars.  Included among these was Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal who challenged Pope Julius II in 1511 for the papacy; and Doña Luisa de Carvajal y Mendoza, a 17th century Spanish Catholic missionary and Carmelite remembered as a Catholic martyr in Protestant England.  Other family members fled Spain and scattered throughout the Atlantic world: settling in Portugal, New Spain (Mexico), and England, where they screened their private Jewish identities, while publicly living as ardent Catholics.  These include, among others, Antonio Fernandez de Carvajal and Don Luis de Carvajal “The Younger.” Antonio Fernandez (also known as Abraham Israel) de Carvajal was a wealthy merchant who relocated his family from Portugal to the Canary Islands and finally to London in the 1630s.  There, he and the Portuguese ambassador to England secretly reestablished the communal practice of Judaism in the embassy’s Christian chapel.  Analogously, Don Luis de Carvajal “The Younger,” the nephew of the powerful provincial Governor Luis de Carvajal de la Cueva, found his way to the Monterrey, Mexico, with many other conversos of Portuguese and Spanish descent in the late 15th century.  Unfortunately for Luis de Carvajal “The Younger,” in 1596 the Mexican Inquisition tried and condemned him, his mother, and many of his siblings for their persistent crypto-Jewish beliefs.  My own initial investigations at the Archivo Histórico Nacional (Madrid) suggest that Luis de Carvajal’s case was not an isolated one—I have identified eight additional Inquisitorial inquiries of the Carvajal family in Spain from 1536 to 1671.

As of yet, there is no reconciliation of these two diametrically opposed scholarly visions of the Carvajals—model Castilian Catholics and crypto-Jews. If historians are to flesh out the seismic social and religious shifts in this family, emblematic of early modern Spanish and colonial Spanish American families, additional research must amalgamate these seemingly inconsistent portrayals of the Carvajal family.

Theoretical Perspective

My theoretical perspective is a synthesis of scholarship on the intersection on Sephardic Jews, conversos, and the Inquisition; as well as associated explorations of the early modern Spanish Crown and its agents.  I also focus on transatlantic Iberian migration and colonial Spanish America; and issues of identity, family relations, and honor. I subscribe to Americo Castro’s challenge of “the myth of one, eternal Spain,” and argue that medieval cultural and religious interchange (“convivencia”) in Iberia informs the development of early modern “Spanish” identity.  Late medieval Jewish and Muslim cultural and religious identities did not evaporate into an early modern monolithic Castilian Catholic identity, rather these defiant identities generated hybridity within Spanish society.  I employ Stephen Greenblatt’s position that the early modern period generated a new recognition of the “individual,” and that individual identities could be “fashioned,” as in converso Carvajals.  I think, as Ann Twinam argues in Public Lives: Private Secrets, that early modern Spaniards carefully managed their public identities as they protected familial secrets.   By fusing scholars’ theoretical perspectives on religion, family, identity, and honor in the early modern period, historians can accurately portray the survival strategies of Spanish and colonial Spanish conversos.

Research Methodology

A four-pronged methodology of geographic targeting, family and genealogical research, life course analysis, and social network mapping will guide my exploration of the religious identities, family relations, gender, and social networks of the Carvajal family.

Geographic targeting involves triangulating the presence of Carvajal family members with specific Iberian regions and cities during the 14th through 17th centuries.  Although the origins of the Carvajals are purported to originate in 12th century León, the first documentable evidence traces the Carvajals to 13th century Plasencia. At least four distinct, interrelated lineages flow from this point to 14th through 17th century Badajoz, Cáceres, and Talavera de la Reina, and Toledo. By focusing on archival evidence for these periods in the provincial archives, I will be able to review pertinent records efficiently.

Family historians and genealogists provide a second methodological focus for this research, which will document family relations (parents, siblings), births, unique Christian rituals (baptisms, catechisms, confirmations), marriages, and deaths that relate to place locations.  Events for unique Jewish rites of passage, male circumcision and the Bar Mitzvah, will be chronicled if they arise. Critical to this genealogical research will be to explore, chronicle, and establish vertical and horizontal relations with related-family members, as well as kin groups, such as baptismal sponsors.  This data will illuminate the Carvajals’ religious identities, marriage strategies, intra-familial social proximity and cohesion, and geographic distribution.

Third, my approach utilizes life course analysis, which emphasizes the social relations and activities of individuals as they transition from childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, childrearing, to elder status.  This family history methodology highlights issues of identity, gender, fertility, vocations, and migration, all of which support my effort to understand individual and family life histories.  In addition, employing this analytical tool will ensure that I systematically evaluate life histories.

A final methodological component is social network mapping, or investigating interconnections between related and unrelated individuals and families.  While genealogical and life course analyses provide aspects of this data, social network mapping focuses on macro-level associations of individuals that describe the frequency and intensity other types familial, kin, vocational relationships.  This analytical component will highlight the extent to which the Carvajal family communicated across branches, geographies, and with its larger kin and vocational groups.

Research that Requires Travel

My project involves significant original field research since very few primary documents are published.  Without funding for research travel I will be unable to evaluate the converso lineage and survival strategies of the Carvajals.  I have already fully exploited two significant primary indexes in the United States, including the multivolume Spanish-language indexes to the documents in the Salazar y Castro Collection held by the Real Academia de la Historia (Madrid) and the newer online catalogues of archival documents (Archivos Españoles EN RED) of the Spanish Ministerio de Cultura.  I have likewise reviewed the secondary literature and limited primary sources available at the Benson Latin American Library at the University of Texas at Austin for the transatlantic component of my research on the Carvajals in colonial Mexico.  The next step in my research plan requires extensive archival field research in three separate stages in Spain, Mexico, and Portugal.  

The first stage of my research (summer and fall 2005) involves six months of archival and library research in Madrid, Badajoz, Cáceres, Toledo, and Zamora, Spain.  The second stage of research (spring 2006) will require four months of research in Mexico City and Monterrey, Mexico, to investigate specific Carvajals that immigrated to Mexico or were born in Mexico. My final stage of research (summer and fall 2006) involves three additional months of follow-up research in Spain and three months of research in Lisbon, Portugal, to finalize research on the transatlantic Carvajal family connection.

Expected Outcomes


The long-term anticipated outcomes of this dissertation research is the publication of a scholarly book on the Carvajal family and conversos in early modern Spain, Portugal, and colonial Spanish America, and a teaching and research career at a research university.  In the short-term, my proposed summer and fall 2005 research will supplement and strengthen a conference paper on the Carvajal family I previously presented in 2004.   In spring 2006, I intend to submit this revised paper for publication in a peer-reviewed journal, such as The Sixteenth Century Journal.
My work on the Carvajal family is important to the field of early modern Spanish, colonial Spanish American, and religious history because it unifies Jewish-focused converso scholarship with research on the Spanish imperial project in Europe and the Americas by rejuvenating the bonds of family relations. Reconciling the contradictory perspectives of the Carvajals—model Castilian Catholics and crypto-Jews—will allow historians to contemplate and comprehend how the momentous social and religious shifts in early modern Spain and colonial Spanish America pressured religious minorities to alter their identities to negotiate a transforming world.
Roger L. Martinez

Page 7 of 7

