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    At once a chronicle of dynastic union and a meditation on the costs of forging political cohesion, The History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella the Catholic follows how power, faith, and statecraft intertwined to consolidate a fractured Iberia, mobilize institutions and ideas at home, and project influence abroad, inviting readers to weigh the creative energies of nation-building against the pressures it exerts on law, conscience, and diversity, and to consider how decisions made under the banner of unity set in motion a new architecture of European and global order whose legacies continue to challenge modern imaginations.

William Hickling Prescott’s three-volume study, first published in 1837, is a landmark of nineteenth-century narrative history that situates the late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Iberian world within a broad European frame. Focused on the reign of Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isabella I of Castile, the work blends a measured scholarly voice with a cultivated literary style. Prescott draws widely on chronicles and state papers available to him, organizing political, legal, military, and cultural developments into a coherent arc. Written by an American historian at a moment when historical synthesis in English was gaining new ambition, it helped orient Anglophone readers to Spanish state formation.

In these volumes, Prescott follows the union of two crowns and the gradual consolidation of royal authority across diverse regions, tracing how institutions, alliances, and legal structures were marshaled to stabilize a patchwork polity. The narrative moves confidently between council chambers and frontier zones, between court ritual and municipal life, balancing set-piece scenes with sober analysis. Readers encounter a polished, reflective voice that weighs competing claims, pauses over sources, and interleaves character portraiture with institutional history. The tone is judicious rather than polemical, aiming for clarity and proportion while maintaining momentum, with extensive notes that show the scaffolding beneath the eloquent surface.

Several themes organize the narrative. State-building is examined through the calibration of crown, nobility, municipalities, and clerical authority, with attention to how law and administration channel power. Religion figures as both a personal devotion and a public instrument, raising questions about conscience, cohesion, and coercion. Diplomacy and warfare are treated in concert, revealing how external pressures reframed internal priorities. Cultural life—scholarship, letters, and courtly display—appears not as ornament but as a field where legitimacy is negotiated. Throughout, Prescott probes the tension between regional particularism and emergent national identity, and between ideals of order and the human costs of enforcing them.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a study in how states are made and justified, and how appeals to unity can enlarge capacities while narrowing toleration. Its portrait of institutional innovation speaks to ongoing debates about executive power, the rule of law, and the management of diversity. The work also models how narrative history can marshal evidence to illuminate complex problems without reducing them to slogans. At the same time, its nineteenth-century vantage point invites a critical eye, encouraging readers to weigh language, framing, and selection of sources as part of the story, and to test inherited interpretations against broader perspectives.

Historically, this work helped establish Prescott’s reputation and offered Anglophone audiences a sustained, sympathetic, but scrutinizing account of a pivotal reign. Its narrative craft—careful pacing, vivid episodes, and sustained character analysis—made scholarly materials accessible without sacrificing nuance. Readers today may notice period conventions, including moral judgments and an authorial stance characteristic of the era, yet the book’s archival diligence and structural clarity keep it instructive. It remains a touchstone in the historiography of Spain not because it is final, but because it demonstrates how a historian can assemble dispersed testimonies into an intelligible whole that invites dialogue with subsequent research.

Approached as a complete trilogy or savored volume by volume, the book offers a sustained encounter with a moment when governance, belief, and ambition were recalibrated on a continental stage. Prescott guides readers through a sequence of reforms, negotiations, and confrontations, always returning to institutions and ideas that outlast particular episodes. The pacing alternates between panoramic surveys and concentrated studies of crucial actors, yielding a reading experience at once instructive and engrossing. By the end, one understands not only a reign but a transformation in the architecture of power, and why its promises and perils continue to resonate in public life.
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    William Hickling Prescott’s The History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella the Catholic, published in three volumes in 1837, offers a sustained narrative of the late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century transformation of Spain. Drawing on chronicles, state papers, and archival materials then newly accessible to an American historian, Prescott interweaves political, military, ecclesiastical, and cultural strands into a chronological account. He situates the monarchs’ partnership at the center of a broader shift from medieval fragmentation toward coordinated royal authority, while attending to institutional structures and regional particularities. The work’s scope spans Iberian consolidation, the conquest of Granada, religious policy, Atlantic expansion, and continental diplomacy, with extensive notes supporting his synthesis.

Prescott opens by surveying the fractured landscape of late medieval Iberia. Castile, the largest kingdom, was marked by powerful noble factions and contested royal authority under Henry IV, while the Crown of Aragon comprised multiple realms—Aragon, Catalonia, Valencia, and Mediterranean possessions—governed through distinct laws and assemblies. Against this backdrop, the 1469 marriage of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon emerges as a pivotal alliance. Prescott traces the legal and political negotiations surrounding their union, emphasizing that it joined crowns rather than merging institutions. He frames this compact as the starting point for coordinated policy, preparing readers for the ensuing struggles over legitimacy, jurisdiction, and reform.

The narrative then turns to succession and civil strife. After Henry IV’s death, Isabella’s accession in 1474 provoked the War of the Castilian Succession against partisans of Princess Juana, supported by Portugal’s Afonso V. Prescott follows the shifting campaigns, highlighting the political weight of military outcomes such as Toro, and the diplomacy culminating in the 1479 settlement that secured Isabella and Ferdinand’s position in Castile. That same year, Ferdinand inherited Aragon, uniting the crowns under one royal partnership. Prescott details early reforms: the reorganization of the Council of Castile, the revival of royal justice, fiscal measures, and the Santa Hermandad, all intended to curb disorder and reassert central authority.

Prescott devotes sustained attention to church–crown relations as a cornerstone of consolidation. He outlines the monarchs’ policies to restore clerical discipline and strengthen patronage over ecclesiastical appointments. Within this religious program, he situates the establishment of the Spanish Inquisition—authorized by papal bull in 1478—as a mechanism aimed at orthodoxy, particularly regarding converts from Judaism. Prescott traces the institution’s expansion, governance, and social repercussions, while also examining the 1492 expulsion of the Jews as a consequential act of confessional policy. Throughout, he emphasizes how religious and political objectives intertwined, shaping both statecraft and communal life.

The long campaign against the Nasrid emirate of Granada forms a central movement of the history. Prescott narrates the war from 1482 to 1492 as a methodical advance marked by sieges and negotiated submissions, with attention to the internal divisions within Granada that influenced its fate. Key operations at Málaga and Baza punctuate the campaigns, culminating in the surrender of the city of Granada under capitulatory terms. He considers logistics, artillery, and the royal coordination of noble levies, while also noting the subsequent challenges of integrating new territories and populations. The Granada war, in Prescott’s telling, exemplifies the monarchy’s capacity to harness resources across the composite realms.

Turning seaward, Prescott presents the monarchs’ cautious but decisive patronage of Atlantic enterprise. He follows Christopher Columbus’s petitions and eventual support, the 1492 voyage, and the rapid emergence of a transoceanic problem set that required new administrative responses. The Treaty of Tordesillas demarcated spheres with Portugal, while conquest in the Canary Islands reached completion in the 1490s. Prescott traces early frameworks for governance and commerce, including measures that culminated in institutional oversight of navigation and trade. He underscores how Iberian rivalries, maritime technology, and fiscal policy intersected with royal strategy, inaugurating a new arena of responsibility for the Castilian crown.

Prescott next situates Spain within the shifting balance of European power, especially in Italy. He recounts the rivalry with France after the French invasion of the peninsula, the formation of leagues, and the campaigns in Naples led by Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba. Tactical innovation, disciplined infantry, and sustained logistics featured in battles that reshaped control in the south of Italy. Diplomacy and warfare reinforced each other, with treaties punctuating phases of conflict. Prescott treats these events as extensions of the monarchs’ broader strategy: securing Mediterranean interests, defending Aragonese ties, and preventing a continental settlement unfavorable to Spain’s composite monarchy.

Dynastic policy threads through the volumes as both statecraft and contingency. Prescott reviews the marriages of the royal children—to Portugal, England, and the Habsburgs—designed to stabilize borders and anchor alliances. He tracks how the untimely deaths of heirs unsettled carefully laid plans and elevated new claimants, with ramifications for regency and succession. At home, he surveys the maturation of councils, the role of the Cortes, municipal governance, and efforts to regularize finance and justice. Cultural chapters note the spread of printing, patronage of learning, and legal scholarship, situating intellectual life within a court that linked piety, administration, and reputation.

In closing, Prescott reflects on a reign that, in his account, forged durable instruments of royal authority while preserving regional legal particularism, advanced religious uniformity as policy, and projected power across seas and frontiers. He presents the period as foundational for early modern Spain and consequential for Europe and the Atlantic world. Without reducing complexity to a single verdict, the work emphasizes the interplay of personality, institution, and circumstance, and the costs and gains of consolidation. Its enduring significance lies in demonstrating how coordinated governance, confessional aims, and external engagement together marked a pivotal turn in Iberian and global history.
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    In the late fifteenth century, the Iberian Peninsula was divided among the Crown of Castile, the Crown of Aragon, the Kingdom of Navarre, and the Nasrid Emirate of Granada. Castile and Aragon were composite monarchies with distinct laws, institutions, and Cortes, governed alongside powerful nobles, municipalities, and military orders. The marriage of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469 created a dynastic union that preserved separate administrations while aligning policy. Their accession—Isabella in Castile (1474) and Ferdinand in Aragon (1479)—coincided with efforts to restore royal authority after civil strife, setting the stage for reforms and campaigns that would reshape Iberian politics and society.

Isabella’s claim triggered the War of the Castilian Succession (1475–1479) against supporters of Juana, backed by Portugal. Victory, sealed by the Treaty of Alcáçovas (1479), secured Isabella’s throne and recognized Portuguese Atlantic claims while affirming Castile’s focus on the Canary Islands. The monarchs consolidated power through the Santa Hermandad (authorized 1476) to police the countryside, by reorganizing the Council of Castile at the Cortes of Toledo (1480), and by installing royal corregidores in towns. In the 1490s they obtained papal authorization to administer the masterships of Santiago, Calatrava, and Alcántara, curbing magnate autonomy and strengthening a more centralized, bureaucratic monarchy.

Religious policy formed a central pillar of the new regime. At royal request, Pope Sixtus IV authorized the Spanish Inquisition in 1478; tribunals began operating in Seville by 1480, and Tomás de Torquemada became Inquisitor General in 1483. Aimed largely at prosecuting heresy among conversos, the institution soon extended across Castile and Aragon. In 1492 the Alhambra Decree ordered the expulsion of Jews from Castile and Aragon. After Granada’s capitulation, early guarantees to Muslims eroded as Cardinal Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros promoted forced conversions in 1499, provoking revolt and leading to decrees that compelled conversion in Castile by 1502, creating the Morisco population.

The Granada War (1482–1492) completed the centuries-long Reconquista. Isabella and Ferdinand coordinated annual campaigns using improved artillery, supply lines, and siege tactics. Key strongholds such as Málaga (1487) and Baza (1489) fell before the final siege of Granada, concluded with Muhammad XII’s capitulation on 2 January 1492. The Capitulaciones of Granada guaranteed, at first, certain religious and legal protections for the Muslim population. The victory enhanced royal prestige, rewarded loyal nobles, and released resources for other ventures, while integrating a diverse, recently conquered territory whose governance and confessional management became central questions for the crown and its councils.

1492 also marked the beginning of Castile’s transatlantic expansion. The Capitulations of Santa Fe granted Christopher Columbus titles and shares contingent on discovery; his first voyage resulted in sustained contact with the Caribbean. Papal bulls of 1493 delineated spheres of conquest, and the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) adjusted the line between Castile and Portugal. The Casa de la Contratación, founded in Seville in 1503, organized trade, navigation, and colonial administration. Early evangelization proceeded under royal patronage sanctioned by the papacy, embedding the crown in ecclesiastical structures overseas. These developments redirected Castile’s economy and diplomacy, widening the horizons of monarchical governance.

Ferdinand pursued an assertive European policy. Confronting French ambitions in Italy, he joined the Holy League (1495) and, after shifting alliances, secured control of the Kingdom of Naples in 1504 for the Aragonese crown. The papacy of Alexander VI conferred the style "Catholic Monarchs" in the 1490s. Diplomacy centered on marriages: the Treaty of Medina del Campo (1489) linked Castile and England; alliances with Portugal and the Habsburgs tied Iberia to wider dynastic networks. These arrangements framed succession and foreign entanglements that extended beyond Isabella’s lifetime, positioning Spain within the Italian Wars and the balance of power of early modern Europe.

Prescott’s three-volume work, first published in 1837, drew extensively on printed chronicles and archival extracts. He consulted Hernando del Pulgar, Andrés Bernáldez, Pietro Martire d’Anghiera, Jerónimo Zurita, and Lucio Marineo Siculo, among others, and engaged documentary collections then becoming available. Unable to travel widely because of impaired eyesight, he relied on collaborators such as the bibliographer Obadiah Rich and the Spanish scholar Pascual de Gayangos to obtain copies and references from Madrid and London. Writing in Boston amid a flourishing interest in Spanish studies encouraged by George Ticknor, Prescott situated Spanish state-building within broader narratives of constitutional development and national consolidation.

The History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella reflects its subjects’ age and the author’s. Prescott admires administrative order, legal reform, and the curbing of feudal violence, while condemning persecution associated with the Inquisition and the expulsions. His narrative highlights institutions—the Cortes, councils, military orders, and municipalities—as instruments of centralization and policy. It portrays transatlantic ventures and Italian diplomacy as transformations of monarchical scope. Composed within nineteenth-century liberal historiography, the work interrogates the costs of religious uniformity and evaluates royal power’s role in nation-building, shaping Anglophone assessments of Spain while engaging enduring debates about governance, conscience, and empire.
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    William Hickling Prescott (1796–1859) was an American historian whose sweeping narratives of Spain and the Spanish conquest of the Americas won international readership in the nineteenth century. Writing in an age that prized grand historical synthesis, he combined literary grace with rigorous attention to primary sources, helping to define narrative history for a broad public. His books treated political power, religion, and cultural encounter in the early modern Atlantic world, and they circulated widely in Britain, the United States, and Europe. Prescott became one of the first American historians to achieve sustained transatlantic recognition, standing alongside contemporaries who were professionalizing historical study.

Prescott grew up in Massachusetts and studied at Harvard College, where a severe injury to one eye left him with lasting visual impairment. The limitation shaped his working habits for the rest of his life, pushing him toward careful planning, reliance on assistants, and an exacting note system. After graduating in the 1810s, he committed himself to scholarship rather than a conventional profession, building expertise in European languages, especially Spanish. He read widely in history and literature and developed an interest in the political and cultural transformations of early modern Europe, laying the groundwork for the subjects that would define his career.

His intellectual formation drew on leading historians and critics of the time. Prescott admired the expansive, source-based histories of William Robertson and Edward Gibbon, and he learned from the emerging philological rigor promoted by scholars of modern languages. In Boston he cultivated a close association with George Ticknor, whose guidance and library strengthened Prescott’s command of Spanish literature and archival method. Because of his limited sight, Prescott developed a disciplined workflow: he employed amanuenses, used mechanical guides for writing, and organized vast files of excerpts and translations. This system enabled him to manage complex documentation while sustaining an elegant narrative voice.

Prescott’s first major publication, “History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella the Catholic” (1837), established his reputation. He reconstructed the political consolidation of late fifteenth‑century Spain through royal correspondence, chronicles, and state papers, while addressing religion, administration, and overseas expansion. The book’s breadth and clarity drew strong notices in the United States and Britain, and it attracted attention in Spain for its extensive use of Iberian sources. Multiple editions followed, and the work placed Prescott among the most widely read historians in English, proving that a writer based in America could produce scholarship of international standing.

He then turned to the Spanish conquest in the Americas. “History of the Conquest of Mexico” (1843) offered a dramatic narrative built from letters of Hernán Cortés, the chronicle of Bernal Díaz del Castillo, and other testimonies, with attention to the complexity of Indigenous polities. “History of the Conquest of Peru” (1847) drew on chroniclers such as Pedro Cieza de León and Garcilaso de la Vega to examine the overthrow of the Inca state. Both books captivated general readers and provoked debate among specialists, shaping Anglophone understanding of the sixteenth century for generations.

In the 1850s Prescott devoted himself to “History of the Reign of Philip II,” a vast study of monarchy, empire, and religion in the age of global Spanish power. He published volumes during his lifetime, based on extensive manuscript materials obtained from Spanish repositories and other European collections through copies and abstracts prepared by trusted collaborators. The project advanced slowly because of his exacting standards and health limitations, and it remained incomplete at his death. Even so, the published volumes were praised for their documentation and narrative poise, and his scholarly standing was affirmed by honors from learned societies.

Prescott spent his final years continuing research, revising earlier editions, and maintaining the disciplined routines that enabled him to work despite impaired vision. He died in 1859, leaving the Philip II project unfinished but a body of writing that had already reshaped historical reading in the English‑speaking world. His histories have since been reappraised by modern scholars, who note both their literary brilliance and the limitations of nineteenth‑century perspectives on empire and Indigenous societies. Yet his commitment to sources, comparative judgment, and accessible prose remains influential. Prescott’s legacy endures as a model of diligent research coupled with narrative art.
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English pens have traced the whole royal line from Charles V to Charles III, yet left the formative age of Ferdinand and Isabella untouched. During their rule the disjointed kingdoms merged, Naples fell, a new world opened, Granada’s crescent toppled, the Inquisition rose, the Jews were expelled, and sweeping reforms reshaped Spain. The stage glows with Ferdinand, Isabella, Cardinal Ximenes[1], the Great Captain[2], and Columbus, their exploits still almost virgin ground in English annals. Recent inquiries by Llorente, Marina, Sempere, Capmany, Conde, Navarrete, and Clemencin now cast fresh light that invites a full, documented chronicle.

Ten years ago the historian, stirred by those aids and by the American link to the voyage of 1492, began gathering evidence. Diplomatic friends Everett and Middleton opened royal archives; the tireless bibliophile Rich hunted chronicles, memoirs, laws, and letters; Ticknor shared a rare literary hoard; Cambridge treasures and Gardiner’s counsel followed. Liberal Madrid officials released unprinted manuscripts unseen even by Spaniards. Determined to show events in focus, he pauses amid the tale for institutional sketches, literary growth, and short critiques of every authority, then frames the scene before the sovereigns’ accession and after their deaths for proper perspective.

Early in 1826 severe blindness barred him from reading; with a novice assistant he slowly traversed archaic Castilian quartos by ear, copying passages and references like a traveler feeling the road. Years later sight partially returned, letting him revise the labor and shrink its errors, though not the memory of stumbling through unpunctuated manuscripts. Midway, Washington Irving entered the field with lives of Columbus and Granada, stealing some of the sparkle but not the purpose. Now, as Spain reels—empire lost, credit sunk, factions raging—he deems turbulent struggle healthier than the long stupor that once numbed her genius.

Clouds gather round young Isabella’s throne, yet faith recalls the nation’s ancient deeds of heroic virtue, devoted patriotism, and love of freedom. “Chè l’antico valore——non è ancor morto.” The darkness is no deeper than that which veiled the dawn of her great namesake, and the same Providence that guided that earlier reign is implored to lead Spain toward civil and religious liberty. November, 1837. Only two brief continental narratives of Ferdinand and Isabella exist, compiled with scant research into two small volumes. “To compile a history from various authors…is not easy,” warns Johnson; the caution first disheartened yet finally spurred perseverance.

Since the first appearance, careful revision and friends’ counsel have corrected verbal slips and stray types. While the second issue moved through the press, two valuable Spanish studies, born amid the Peninsula’s late turmoil, reached him through the courtesy of Don Angel Calderón de la Barca, whose frank, accomplished, independent nature wins esteem on both sides of the Atlantic. Deeper obligations are due to Don Pascual de Gayangos, whose Mahommedan Dynasties and newly rescued correspondence of Ferdinand, Isabella, and their court, once resting in Zurita’s monastic library, he patiently deciphered and copied for further illustration. March, 1841.

Before the fifteenth century Castile’s story unfolds through invasion, reconquest, fervent piety, stirring minstrelsy, proud chivalry, bustling towns, and a bold Cortes[4] defending rights against overmighty lords, knights, and clergy while a poor crown wields narrow prerogative. After the eighth-century Saracen storm Spain splintered into many uneasy states inhabited by contrasted races. By the closing years of the fifteenth these elements fused into one realm, its boundary widened by conquest and discovery, its institutions and letters reshaped into forms still recognizable today. The decisive era that forged this unity belongs to Ferdinand and Isabella forever.

By mid-century only four powers endured: Castile, Aragon, Navarre, Granada. Granada, compact, glittered with caliphal pomp sustained by skillful toil. Navarre kept freedom through the jealousy of stronger neighbours. Aragon, joined with Catalonia and Valencia, prospered under free laws and a fleet that seized Mediterranean isles and Italian ports. Castile, stretching from Biscay to the Mediterranean, embraced Leon, Galicia, both Castiles, Estremadura, Murcia, Andalusia, and claimed primacy; its capital and speech would guide united Spain. Visigothic elective kingship, councils, and liberal codes endured yet were recast by Arab conquest; tolerant victors left many Goths, nobles fled to Asturian crags, ranks blurred, peasants rose, slavery slackened.

Hardship stripped the Visigothic legacy of its worst cruelties, tempered morals softened by long prosperity, and forged in the mountains a people ready to reclaim their fathers’ fields. Progress, though, crawled. Moors in the Andalusian sun mocked the northerners, yet raids of Arab horsemen devastated every plain until walls rose along the Douro and Guadarrama. Worse, Christian kingdoms bled one another; Fernan González’s troops cursed ‘this devil’s life, forever harnessed against our brothers, not the Saracen.’ A century and a half passed before the river was gained, thrice that before the Tagus, but zeal mounted: bulls of crusade, priests, miracles, and Saint James on a charger.

The call drew volunteers from distant Christendom, and Spain’s fighters felt guarded by Providence itself. Epic songs celebrated the struggle; the twelfth-century tale of the Cid revived ancestral glory and fanned patriotic fire. Early ballads showed scant bigotry, for the cultured Moors inspired respect, and war often paused for courteous jousts and glittering tournaments in Granada or Burgos. Arab splendour tinted Christian knighthood; between campaigns cavaliers visited rival courts, learning arts and magnificence. Perpetual proximity fostered daring single combats, holy military orders, and roaming champions who carried Castilian prowess to England and Burgundy. The romantic spirit blazed until Cervantes’s satire finally dispelled its illusions.

Constant Moorish raids forced frontier towns to wall themselves and arm every citizen, raising the burgesses to decisive importance. To attract settlers, kings granted generous fueros[5]: communities elected magistrates, judged civil and criminal cases immune from outside interference, and rendered only a fixed tribute. Charters barred nobles from buying land, building strongholds, or oppressing townsfolk; violence against a citizen could be answered openly without penalty. Crown-appointed alguacils[6] oversaw tribute and shared command in war, while wide rural districts fell under municipal jurisdiction. Thus, while much of Europe languished in feudal bonds, Castilian corporations lived by their laws and marched under their banners.

Cities long enjoyed the full rights of freemen. Though shaken by internal feuds, lax judges, and rival pride, their franchises outlived those of Italian communes because the national assembly steadfastly shielded them until military despotism smothered liberty. Popular deputies first sat at Burgos in 1169, each city wielding a single vote, yet the roster of towns shifted capriciously. Household election slipped to municipal control, letting the crown tamper with choice. Commons met beside lords and clergy, withdrew to debate, then presented petitions whose royal assent made law. They alone could tax, scrutinized revenue, regulated spending, foreign treaties, justice, regencies, even succession.

Statutes repeatedly proved how often kings or nobles trampled these rights, yet commons answered with fearless remonstrance and wrested fresh concessions, demonstrating strong public backing. Beside this constitutional struggle rose the Hermandad, a confederacy of cities sworn to keep peace when regular police failed. Deputies met under a common seal, issued laws, and marched armed levies; monarchs, fearing the nobles more, reluctantly blessed this makeshift order, so chroniclers dubbed it a “cortes extraordinary.” Prosperity followed. Arab contact taught superior farming and crafts; guilds occupied allotted quarters, honored crafts-men could even win knighthood. Fine wool, manufactures, and fertile fields fueled lucrative trade.

Rising wealth bred luxury the satirists scorned and lawmakers vainly curbed, yet much treasure built roads, fountains, and stately houses that attracted nobles to town while their warlike temper sowed faction. Each upheaval wrung new pledges from the throne; by John I’s troubled reign four burgesses sat on his council, six guided the regency during Henry III’s minority, and burghers’ sons replaced young nobles as Portuguese hostages. Meanwhile nobles retained formidable privileges: conquering lands with their own vassals, they paid no taxes, feared neither prison for debt nor torture, settled quarrels by arms, and, when wronged, could publicly renounce allegiance.

The great lords of Castile treated allegiance as a whim. The Laras, fond of rebellion, and the Castros, quick to aid the Moors, lifted consecrated banners whenever anger stirred. Their hereditary courts, though nibbled by town charters and royal judges, still claimed the constable’s baton, the admiral’s deck, provincial staffs, and the fat masterships of the military orders. Scattered estates filled the realm: John of Biscay owned more than eighty towns; Davalos could ride from Seville to Compostella on his own soil; Alvaro de Luna summoned twenty thousand vassals. Combined incomes touched one-third of Castile, dwarfing the crown and breeding endless wars.

Martial custom burned from childhood. Hidalgos and caballeros, untaxed like their grander cousins, prized the spurs of knighthood, whose duties and gifts the law detailed with Arthurian flourish. Spain, fired by reverence for women and by the long crusade against Islam, raised chivalry to worship, hallowing it under the patron St. James and the militant orders sworn to serve “God and the ladies.” In 1434 at Orbigo, near Compostela, the knight Suero de Quiñones[9], bound by his lady to wear a collar, challenged all comers for thirty days. Six hundred twenty-seven tilts, one hundred sixty-six broken lances, and his vow lay released before the king.

Clergy stood in camp as at altar. From Visigothic days they guided Spain, blessing banners, reading omens, even charging with crucifix aloft. Rome wielded little power until Alfonso X’s code moved elections and jurisdiction to the pope; abuses followed—foreign appointments and stubborn tax immunity drew cortes protests. Mendicant swarms grew, many ignorant and keeping concubines, their finery forcing futile laws. Yet church wealth ballooned: every reconquered town fed monasteries. The abbess of Huelgas governed fourteen chief towns and fifty smaller places; the archbishop of Toledo, primate and chancellor, drew over eighty-thousand ducats and mustered more vassals than any other subject, his purse unequivocally princely.

Charitable endowments once meant for hospitals and schools fill every Castilian city, yet worldliness turns them into monuments of vanity or faction. Hierarchs parade riches, confusing conscience; crowds prize ceremonies over charity, opinions over conduct. Ancient Spaniards, though devout, still honored Moorish intellect and shunned cruelty, but the old barrier cracks. Soon a single creed will crush every bond; conscience will be bought with liberty; Christian and Muslim, victor and victim, will kneel together under ecclesiastical iron. The origins and first steps of that baleful revolution belong to the present history and darken the horizon.

Before the fifteenth century the crown stands hemmed in. Breakup of the Gothic realm leaves petty states; each time conquest unites them, inheritance divides them anew, and local pride scorns union. Heirship still waits on cortes assent; estates gather, swear allegiance only after the king swears to guard liberties. A privy council of grandees—and later commoners—shares every civil, military, and diplomatic decision; without it he cannot alienate land, pour out pensions, or fill benefices. Laws need cortes consent, judges come from council lists. Royal income, once entitled to a fifth of spoils, shrinks through constant obstacles.

Long minorities let magnates seize fortresses, rents, and privileges. Henry III returns one night from hunting, hungry, and finds no supper; the steward, penniless, laments that nobles feast that evening with the archbishop of Toledo. Masking rage, Henry disguises himself, enters the palace, and beholds tables glittering with rich wines and rare meats. Next day he feigns sudden illness; when the court swarms to his side he appears with naked sword, sits sternly on the throne, and asks the primate, ‘How many sovereigns have you known in Castile?’ Four. The duke: five. ‘Strange,’ he cries, ‘I, young, have seen more than twenty

He thunders, ‘You rule while I starve; I am stripped of my patrimony.’ At his signal guards and the executioner enter with the tools of death. Panic drops every grandee to his knees; they implore mercy and vow to restore castles, rents, and treasure. Henry grants pardon, keeps them in custody until the last coin returns to the coffers, and thus cheaply repairs the crown. Yet other storms drain the exchequer: civil revolutions buying support with grants, kings John II and Henry IV squandering wealth on favorites, forced resumptions by cortes. Nobles’ license, city jealousies, and armies leave freedom broad in theory, fragile in fact.

The crown, though constitutionally restricted, dared to confer with only one legislative chamber or none, tipping the balance toward the faction it fancied and building its own ascendancy on the loser’s wreck; the coming pages will show how deftly Ferdinand and Isabella used this weapon. Yet until the nineteenth century Spaniards scarcely probed such constitutional roots. After Dr. Geddes’s brief note and Robertson’s frustrated searches, Capmany, writing for the Seville junta in 1809, lamented the utter darkness enveloping the Castilian cortes, a darkness encouraged by authorities and by the painful contrast between ancient freedom and contemporary servitude.

That fleeting moment when Spain tried to reclaim her liberties produced Marina’s twin volumes on early legislation and on the cortes, grounded in unpublished charters. He traced the duties of every governmental branch and sketched a continuous parliamentary record, yet his method buried narrative beneath clauses, repetitions, and side essays on the 1812 constitution. His hopeful spirit also read each popular outburst as solid precedent. Sempere’s concise commentary, written from an opposite political angle, often overturns Marina’s conclusions and balances his idealized edifice; taken together, the two still offer a powerful study of Europe’s earliest representative model.

Supplementary notes recall the wider stage: Aragon escaped homage in 1177, Portugal in 1264; in 1245 Granada’s king Aben Alahmar swore fealty, paid tribute, furnished knights, and even promised attendance at cortes. Navarre mirrored her neighbors, while Granada’s distinct Moorish realm awaits a later chronicle. Councils at Toledo, Recesvinto’s mixed-marriage law, and the Visigothic Fuero Juzgo[7]—translated under Saint Ferdinand and scorned by Montesquieu—shape later fueros. Christians under Muslim rule kept churches, laws, and clergy; many nobles and intermarriages blurred the races, some exiles reaching Ireland. Visigothic slaves could own property, buy freedom, bear arms, and enjoyed penalties shielding them from brutal masters; archbishops of Toledo later led crusades.

A chronicler hails the monarch whose rule in peace rivals his valor in battle. On Clavijo’s blood-red morning of 844 the apostle appears; seventy thousand foes lie dead as warriors roar “¡Santiago!” Ramiro I, grateful, grants the saint yearly corn, wine, and a knight’s share of every Muslim spoil, though later eyes spy anachronisms in that charter. Across later campaigns French, Flemish, Italian, and English volunteers storm Toledo, Lisbon, and Algeciras, scores of thousands swelling the host at Navas de Tolosa. Watching Spaniards sail for Palestine, Pope Paschal II sends them back: “Serve the faith better on your own soil.

An roll dated 1207 chants Rodrigo Díaz[8]; some scholars point to 1153, others deny he lived and call the monastery scroll a fraud. John Müller sweeps doubt aside and crowns the Cid. A modern minstrel scolds elders for praising Moorish feats, yet another answers that exalting the beaten magnifies the victor, closing on “engrandece al vencedor.” In 1139 the empress at Azeca, under siege, rebukes Muslim knights for warring on a woman; they ask a glimpse, bow, withdraw. Alfonso XI later frees two Moorish princesses with gifts, and when plague fells him near Gibraltar Granadan cavaliers mourn: “he honored enemies as friends.

Grand Master of Alcántara, denied single combat in 1394, rides to Granada’s gate with a handful and falls; his tomb states “Here lies one who never knew fear,” prompting Charles V to joke about snuffing candles. Earlier an austere Arabic brotherhood, sworn to war on Christians, patrolled the frontier and may have inspired Castile’s orders. Castilian knights favor lances: one wears a “kerchief of pleasance” at Henry VI’s court, another fights visor-up in Burgundy. A Venetian envoy mutters that, had their power matched their pride, none could withstand them. Leon’s 1020 charter frees its townsfolk; charters spread, Cortes assembling by 1169, while Lombard republics fade.

Chronicles already mark the commons seated beside nobles and clergy, yet why and how the third estate was summoned remains hazy. Some jurists insist every chartered town held a seat, though modest places shunned the burden. When contests arose, the crown itself named the winner. Usage varied: in Toledo, 1538, the three orders opened and closed in separate halls, prompting the grandees to warn, "Si no hay Cortes ni Brazos, lo que hagamos separados no valdrá." Under Charles V the privileged orders often stayed away, while city delegates, bound by rigid instructions, clung to the axiom that no new tax could stand without Cortes assent.

Alfonso XI confirmed the pledge first sworn by earlier kings: "Ningún pecho, servicio ni moneda se impondrá sin llamar a Cortes y oír el 'sí' de los procuradores." In 1258 delegates went further, begging the monarch to cut his table, wardrobe and appetite, an audacity he accepted with good humor. Sovereigns soon discovered advantage in wider counsel; they laid plans of war or peace before the estates and summoned a special Cortes to hail each new heir. When royal justice failed, a hundred towns forged the Hermandad, vowing, "If a noble seizes our goods and will not restore them, his house shall fall.

Trade and luxury swelled with speed. Fifteenth-century Seville bustled with artisans and ships exporting oil, wine, wool and plate to France, Flanders, Italy and England, while Biscayan ports signed treaties and opened factories in Bruges. Pastures spread under the Mesta[13]; by 1394 a dowry of English merinos sharpened the fleece that Spain would barter raw for foreign wares. Laws tried to dam the glitter: sumptuary edicts and the archpriest’s jest, "El que no ha dineros, non es de sí señor," mocked craving. Citizens briefly reached the royal council, yet lawyers soon displaced them; castles studded Castile’s skyline and fiefs, imported from Catalonia, defined lord and vassal.

Feudal customs in Castile twist. After the Conquest, the grandees wring exemption from military duty, yet, in 1176, they stalk from the cortes in fury, vowing by steel to guard their prerogatives and hurling a formal challenge through the king-at-arms. Ceremonies of homage unfold with antique splendor; appeals now rise from lordly courts to the royal bench; new dignities bloom, though true castles stay so rare that dreamers jest of “châteaux en Espagne.” Power swells: Don Álvaro de Luna receives one hundred thousand doblas yearly, other houses clear half a million. Coin tables set the ducat at eight dollars, the dobla a shade less.

The proud hidalgo traces blood to the rugged North and prizes the right to keep his hat on before the throne, a “prerogativa tan ilustre” crowning his estate. Though privileged, he must mend walls and bridges. Chivalry molds him further: bright garments, a sweeping mantle in the plaza, a charger decked with gold; he eats sparingly while chronicles of heroes ring, and in combat he calls his lady’s name for courage. Boys learn early—one marquis carries his thirteen-year-old into battle, Alfonso VI loses his son at eleven. Vigilant laws shield women’s honor; tournaments like the “Passo Honroso” parade knightly daring.

Towering prelates ride as captains, their immense sees yielding up to twelve million reals; yet alms flow freely, and some revenues fund the long crusade against the Moor. Cardinals even cross swords at Ravenna. Within the court, deputies of the commons first sit in 1295, later sparring scholars debate whether they remain there continuously. The council audits petitions, while the sovereign still issues fueros with the great lords and proclaims pragmáticas to answer grievances—tools that, in hard hands, slip toward tyranny. By cortes decree the code of Alfonso X finally becomes law in 1348. Historians tally coin weight, quarrel, and stumble, but Castile’s restless balance endures.

The kingdom’s suits once ended before the venerable alcaldes de casa y corte; but in 1371 Henry II raised a fresh tribunal, the royal audiencia, whose seven crown-named judges wielded final power in civil causes, while the alcaldes kept supremacy in criminal trials. Generous salaries and vigilant cortes shielded the bench from intrigue. Ancient statutes recorded usages still alive in Philip II’s age, and chronicles followed events until chancellor Ayala abruptly stopped in Henry III’s sixth year, whispering of a bold ruse that netted the Duke of Benevente and consigned him to the fortress of Burgos.

Long after the Saracens shattered Spain, Aragon crouched beneath the Pyrenees, unnoticed until it married seafaring Catalonia in the twelfth century and conquered Valencia in the thirteenth. The union brought fertile plains, harbors, and Barcelona’s liberties. Sea winds hardened wills; keels carried knowledge and gold; maritime republics circled the sea, trading and dueling across the highway while towns inland dozed. Grateful kings nurtured the vigor, and in 1354 Peter IV issued a navy code that spared no coward: a captain refusing battle against a force smaller by at most one galley died. Catalan sails beat Pisa and Genoa, seized Sicily, Sardinia, the Balearics, and Athens.

Home authority stayed narrow. The 1319 act bound Aragon, Catalonia, and Valencia yet let each keep its laws. Legend held that, when the throne was empty, twelve peers chose a king who swore to strict limits, accepted a Justicia above him, and risked ouster, for they could "substitute any other ruler in his stead, even a pagan, if they listed." Their heirs, the ricos hombres, held fiefs by birth, paid little tax, feared no prison, judged vassals, and lost estates only by public sentence. Moorish spoils let Cabrera arm fleets and Luna ride unbroken lands. Statutes allowed nobles to renounce allegiance and upheld private war.

Two nobles swore to pursue their feud forever, defying any royal peace. Such fierceness survived longest in Aragon, where energetic kings hammered but rarely broke their barons. Peter II stripped them of courts; James the Conqueror balanced them with commons and clergy; still the nobles, few, compact, mountain-fortressed, faced the throne as equals. When the Moorish wars ended, their swords turned inward. Ferdinand the Catholic remarked, “It is as difficult to divide the one as to unite the other.” Alfonso III’s 1287 Privileges of Union legalized revolt; at the cry of Union, “that last voice,” nobles and towns sprang up under kneeling-warrior banners.

The confederates formed a council that checked every royal move; through four reigns the crown obeyed their commands. Peter IV, born a despot, challenged them, shattered the Union army at Epila in 1348, and convened the estates at Saragossa. Producing the hated Privileges, he sliced the parchment with his dagger; blood from his hand splashed it as he declared, “A law that spilled so much blood shall be erased by a king’s.” All copies were destroyed. Yet, instead of vengeance, he confirmed ancient liberties, added prudent concessions, strengthened the Justicia court, shifted trial from swords to judgment, and restored the cortes’ steady voice.

The cortes had four arms: ricos hombres, lesser nobles and knights, clergy, and commons. Every noble sat; grandees and even heiresses sent proxies; twelve made a quorum. Clergy, admitted late, never ruled, for Aragon defied papal control. Commons, strengthened by Catalan example, held tax immunities and seats since 1133, two deputies but one vote. Sessions opened before the king, then each arm withdrew; committees shaped bills; a single veto could halt all work until abolished in 1592. Between sessions eight deputies watched revenue and justice. The assembly decided war, taxes, succession, ministers, and, through the 1283 General Privilege, guarded property and due process.

Conceded in national assembly by a victorious Aragonese king, the General Privilege stood, like Magna Charta, as equal shield for every order. Blancas exults, “By so many and such various precautions did our ancestors establish that freedom,” then sighs, “Alas! how much of all this has fallen into desuetude.” The cortes, hence called the General Court, judged first and last against crown or officer; the Justice sat as president and voiced the majority. Procedures were swift and cheap; even “the most obscure inhabitant” could sue, the treasury supplying counsel. Litigants often waited for a session, gaining remedies that cured private wrongs by universal law.

The four-estate cortes, where knights and hidalgos leaned toward burghers, kept government in check. Cities retained seats whether summoned or not, money votes closed each meeting, and the realm’s small compass let deputies act in concert; thus the commons, “representing more than any other the liberties of the nation,” thwarted encroachment. When a Castilian queen urged punishment of Valencia, Alfonso IV replied, “My people are free, not submissive like Castilians; they respect me as prince, and I hold them for good comrades.” Above all towered the Justicia, who examined royal edicts, shared jurisdiction with cortes, heard appeals, lifted arrests, and crowned kings while seated and hooded.

Created to stand between throne and subject, the Justicia’s power relied on confidence. He rescued victims of persecution, yet kings who bristled at him forced resignations until a 1442 statute fixed life tenure, removable only by monarch and cortes. Chosen from the equestrian order, never from ricos hombres, he answered yearly to a mixed commission and faced death for neglect. A line of judges made the office revered; issues were settled by arbitration, and law “protected the weak equally with the strong, the foreigner with the native,” so freedom outweighed “the poverty of the nation.” Valencia and Catalonia had the constitution but lacked this shield.

Barcelona cradle of its county secured municipal liberties early and, after twelfth-century union with Aragon, extended them until by the thirteenth it rivalled Italian republics in trade. The harbor handled spices, drugs, perfumes, English wool that returned as Catalan cloth, and goods from hinterlands; consuls and factories dotted every Mediterranean and northern port. In 1401 the city opened Europe’s first bank and fashioned the earliest written maritime code. Wealth built docks, arsenals, hospitals, clean streets and gardens. Government lay with a hundred-member council and four to six regidors, merchants or artisans, who negotiated treaties, armed fleets, raised money, and enjoyed honors as "magníficos.

Such equality bred independence. Citizens, hardened by war and commerce, flared at any royal trespass. Navagiero noted, "The inhabitants enjoy so many privileges that the king scarcely holds authority; liberty should be called license." In 1416 Ferdinand I, short of money, tried to skip a customary payment. Summoned, president John Fiveller told him the council would never surrender sworn liberties. Furious, Ferdinand detained him, but courtiers warned the city stood in arms. The king released Fiveller and quit Barcelona. Though rebellious, Catalonia paid a third of the realm’s taxes; registers and navigation laws of 1227 and 1454 shielded its trade long before England copied them.

Restless minds turned to song. Catalonia, sharing Provençal speech, became an early cradle of troubadour verse; when persecution swept Provence, minstrels found shelter in Aragonese courts, whose kings composed. To revive fading poetry, John I in 1390 invited judges from Toulouse’s Floral Academy and founded the Consistory of Barcelona, later moved to Tortosa by Marquis Henry of Villena. Illuminated parchments were read, oaths sworn, a golden wreath crowned the victor, then, says Villena, paraded to the palace "manifesting the superiority God and nature grant to genius." The academy died with him, yet Barcelona opened a university in 1430, and Valencian poets lifted the verse anew.

Ausias March's verses charm Spaniards with musical cadence and gentle melancholy akin to Petrarch’s. In prose, Martorell’s Tirante el Blanco earns the curate’s praise—“the best book in the world of the kind, since the knights-errant in it eat, drink, sleep, and die quietly in their beds, like other folk, and very unlike most heroes of romance.” Early printing presses spread these works through repeated editions, yet once Castile and Aragon joined crowns, Castilian replaced their idiom in court and letters. The once-melodious Provençal sank to Catalan streets, while its speakers still guarded the proud love of liberty inherited from their forebears.

Aragon’s free institutions draw writers toward constitutional themes. Charles V creates the national chronicler post, and Jerome Blancas excels; his Coronaciones de los Reyes, Modo de Proceder en Cortes, and Commentarii Rerum Aragonensium dissect estates, the Justicia’s powers, and ancient privileges with keen learning, elegant Latin, and a bold love of freedom rare under Philip II. Issued in Saragossa folio in 1588, the book appears two years before Blancas dies. Jerome Martel succeeds in 1597; his sequel to Zurita, silenced because “verdades lastiman,” stays unpublished. Later Antonio Capmany compiles Catalan commercial and civic treasures with a liberal voice before his 1810 death.

Petronilla’s 1150 marriage to Raymond Berenguer binds Catalonia to Aragon; James I seizes Valencia in 1238, Catalan crossbowmen famed from city contests. Peter III wins Sicily in 1282, James II adds Sardinia in 1324, Peter IV the Balearics in 1343-4, while kings later style themselves dukes of Athens after Roger de Flor’s adventurers. Alfonso III confirms the Privilege of 1328, linked, like the debated Fuero de Soprarbe, to a proud accession cry: “Nos que valemos tanto como vos.” Ricos hombres hold heritable honors, may quit allegiance and wage war; knights change lords; cortes gather four arms; the Justicia shields subjects, even honoring “Peter of the Dagger.

One sovereign bequeaths his entire realm to the Templars and Hospitallers. Peter II accepts his crown as a Roman fief and promises yearly tribute; the outraged people force later kings to renounce papal claims before coronation. Commons appear in Aragonese cortes well before 1200, though surgeons, apothecaries, and other artisans are barred. Fourteenth-century kings summon assemblies almost every fourth year; Catalonia and Valencia demand meetings triennially. A royal address of 1398 wanders through Scripture for half an hour before stating its business in three lines. Sessions last months, and members grant soldiers, refusing coin: “Christians serve with their persons; Jews and Moors with money.

All orders unite in guarding liberty; Zurita notes “the privileges of the nobility were no better secured than those of the commons.” The Great Privilege forbids torture in 1325 “as unworthy of freemen.” Blancas celebrates ancient austerity when Aragonese lived under arms and vice could not root. Grievances, or greuges, reach the cortes, which appoints mixed commissioners to investigate. Powerful yet untitled ciudadanos honrados may sit, but merchants and craftsmen cannot. In 1525 deputies wrest a statute obliging the crown to answer petitions before adjournment, declaring, “Y nos tenemos a ellos como buenos vassallos y compañeros.” The law remains, often ignored.

Justice is personified in the magistrate called El Justicia, a royal nominee turned mediator: “Ne quid damni libertates nostrae patiantur, judex medius adesto.” He enforces firma de derecho and manifestation, removing prisoners even against the king’s threat; citizens greet such deeds with triumph. Though three times a monarch deposes him, the office quickly revives. Accusations are tried first before four inquisitors, then a ballot of seventeen lay judges; no lawyer may sit, though two advise. In 1412 rival factions let similar arbiters decide succession. Beneath this freeman’s edifice, many serfs languish until revolts create villanos de parada. Separate cortes meet in neighboring towns to avoid merger.

An Aragonese knight became Justicia of Valencia in 1283, yet the office soon vanished, though Valencian towns using Aragonese law still honored that tribunal. Catalonia and Valencia preserved parliamentary records, unlike scant Castilian ones. Barcelona’s liberties reach back to a 1025 charter of Raymond Berenger. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries its consuls, stationed from Africa to northern ports, settled quarrels, protected trade, and forged treaties, acting as ambassadors. English kings granted Catalan merchants privileges; woollens were Barcelona’s staple. The mid-thirteenth-century Consulado del Mar codified maritime rules. Travellers hailed “the most beautiful city in the world”; Alfonso V called it “urbs venerabilis, safe and fair.

Barcelona’s great council, the shifting “one hundred,” shared power with a smaller board of thirty drawn from the principal nobility, mostly knights and hidalgos, for grand barons preferred their rural strongholds. The city’s devotion to liberty bred frequent uprisings: it faced siege twice under John II, once under Philip IV, twice under Charles II, and twice under Philip V, holding out heroically in 1713–14 against Berwick’s combined Franco-Spanish host. When John II tried to leave the sullen town, citizen Juan Fiveller barred his path; the monarch turned his back in anger, yet soon named him executor. Taxes fell one-sixth on Valencia, two-sixths on Aragon, and three-sixths on Catalonia.

Barcelona poured wealth into public works and a sturdy merchant fleet. An ordinance of Alfonso V banned foreign ships from loading in his ports, protection rivaling the later English Navigation Act while still allowing exports. Catalonia boasted literary pioneers: Alfonso II, Peter II, and Peter III wrote verse in Limousin, while Peter IV and James I composed prose chronicles. Valencian troubadour Jordi’s alleged debt to Petrarch fuels debate, the disputed lines few. Scholars lamented worms devouring Castilian manuscripts. The city endowed thirty-two professorships in theology, law, medicine, philosophy, grammar, rhetoric, surgery, anatomy, Hebrew, and Greek, yet none for Latin. Valencian speech was praised as “the sweetest and most graceful” Limousin dialect.

These triumphs usher in “Part First, 1406–1492,” when Spain’s crowns converge and Ferdinand with Isabella reform rule. Civil wars before the Trastamara rise in 1368 spilled Castilian noble blood like England’s Roses, crippling aristocratic power. Long foreign wars made kings grant sweeping privileges, so the commons climbed while crown and lords declined. The marriage of Henry III and Catharine of Lancaster calmed succession strife; peace reopened markets, encouraged crafts, and spread comfort under a monarch who respected and applied the laws. The promise ended with Henry’s early death, leaving infant John II and, soon after, newborn Isabella in renewed uncertainty.

John II inherited the crown as a minor; wise regents kept disaster at bay with splendor and tournaments until his own laziness surfaced. Fond of refined music and poetry, he surrendered the realm to Alvaro de Luna, grand master of St. James. The illegitimate Aragonese page dazzled with riding, fencing, dancing, singing, lute and verse, and with a velvet address that pierced every heart while hiding iron ambition. He dictated while the king merely signed, filled court and church with his kin, heaped treasure surpassing all nobles, and rode with such glittering knights that the monarch’s brilliance seemed but his satellite’s pale glow.

The proud grandees rebelled against this upstart; leagues formed, Aragonese princes meddled, even heir Henry joined, and blood drenched Olmedo. Each storm drove the constable briefly from court, yet the dazzled king recalled him, and whispers called his spell sorcery, though it was only a strong will ruling a weak. Meanwhile the commons, deserted by nobles, suffered. Deputies lost voice in council, illegal taxes appeared, towns were stripped, elections warped, and royal proclamations claimed unchecked authority. When cortes met, they revoked these usurpations, trimmed household expenses, and spoke with calm yet resolute patriotism, but their courage could not break ministerial intrigue.

To tighten control, the crown shrank the summons: only a handful of towns received writs; others protested or, impoverished, kept silent. Salamanca spoke for five hundred towns and fourteen hundred villages, and Galicia for tiny Zamora. The favored cities guarded their privilege and in 1506 declared, "the right of deputation had been reserved by ancient law and usage to only eighteen cities of the realm." A thinner cortes, lacking popular guidance, resisted yet risked future venality. Amid political dusk rose a literary dawn hailed by "the golden pen of history"; minds refined art beyond the rough Cid and ballads, while proud nobles still despised learning.

The Castilian court, long scorning Aragon’s troubadour verse, softened under King John II, who loved books, wrote Latin lines, and “corrected those of his subjects.” Courtiers followed, and poetry gained stamp. Foremost stood Henry, marquis of Villena, Dante translator and author of a gaya sciencia treatise. People quipped, “he knew much of heaven, and nothing of earth.” Ruined and accused of sorcery, he died in 1434; Brother Lope de Barrientos burned a hundred of his volumes. Cibdareal cried, “some would fain get the reputation of saints, by making others necromancers,” begging the king for the rescued books. John de Mena echoed the gibe in his Laberinto.

Iñigo López de Mendoza, marquis of Santillana, “the glory and delight of the Castilian nobility,” drew scholars Europe-wide. Passion for letters never kept him from duty; he governed, fought, and turned his mansion into an academy where young cavaliers trained and men of genius found generous welcome. His poems preach morals in polished, myth-laden stanzas, yet when he slips into native redondillas his voice becomes tender and clear. He naturalised the Italian sonnet, penned an epistle on early Spanish verse, and improved poetic form. At sixty he died in 1458, count of Real de Manzanares and marquis; his heir soon became duke of Infantado.

John de Mena, from “fair Cordova, the flower of science and of chivalry,” studied at Salamanca, polished his taste in Rome, then gained Santillana’s aid and royal favor. His physician wrote that John II “used to have Mena’s verses on his table as constantly as his prayer-book.” The grateful poet praised him, stood loyal through turmoil, and died in 1456; Santillana raised a tomb. Laberinto, guided by Providence round destiny’s wheel, flashes Dantesque power amid mist, while smaller poems flow. Alfonso de Baena compiled fifty troubadours for royal “disport,” Seville paid hundred-dobla prizes, and myth-clogged rhetoric often smothered feeling, though simple pieces like Santillana’s “Finojosa” endured.

Under John II Castile sheltered the Muses, but with Henry IV they vanished. While a few nobles found comfort in letters and many more in revels, the king’s dislike for his minister Alvaro de Luna ripened. Luna’s pride, towering even over the monarch who had raised him, rankled deeply. John planned to wed a French princess, yet Luna, without his knowledge, bargained for marriage with Isabella of Portugal and the compliant king agreed. The new queen, angered by Luna’s arrogance and her husband’s submission, joined the plot. John feigned friendship, seized the favorite despite a royal safe-conduct, and a council condemned him on flimsy charges.

Clad in black like a felon, Luna rode through the streets toward the scaffold. Beneficiaries of his bounty shrank away, yet the crowd, moved by his fall and generosity, wept. He smiled, and to a servant of Prince Henry said, "Tell the prince to reward loyalty better than his master did." Reaching the platform, he surveyed the blocks and blades without flinching and knelt. In the brutal fashion of the age the executioner slit his throat, severed his head, and held it high. A basin for alms sat nearby; his remains lay exposed for days before friars buried him at the hermitage of Saint Andrew.

John soon bewailed the deed, twice drafting pardons during the trial and afterward shedding tears, but the queen’s resolve had triumphed. Unchastened, he surrendered government to smaller men, while gloom and remorse consumed him. On his deathbed he told the faithful Cibdareal, "I wish I had been born a mechanic’s son, not king of Castile." He died on 21 July 1454, after forty-eight years of a reign likened to an endless minority. He left his son Henry the crown, the infant Alfonso, and the three-year-old Isabella, born 22 April 1451 at Madrigal, granting her Cuéllar and funds and commending youngsters to Henry’s protection.

After Martin of Aragon died without heirs, a tribunal handed the vacant crown to Ferdinand, Trastamara regent of Castile. His brief rule passed to his son Alfonso V, who preferred sunny, cultivated Naples and left home affairs to his brother John. John had wed Blanche of Navarre, bearing three children: gentle Carlos, rightful heir to Navarre; Blanche, later cast off by Henry of Castile; and Eleanor, future countess of Foix. Blanche’s marriage contract and will guaranteed Carlos the crown upon her death, provided he courteously sought his father’s blessing, a courtesy he gave while still administering Navarre as lieutenant.

In 1447 John, now governing Aragon for his absentee brother, married the ambitious Joan Henriquez, a young Castilian of royal blood. Years later he dispatched her to Navarre to “share” power with Carlos. Her sudden elevation bred insolence; she eyed her stepson with cold suspicion, while he, backed by Beaumont kinsmen and spurred by Castilian agents eager for revenge on John, felt his rights slipping away. The rival Agramonts, hostile mainly to the Beaumonts, rallied round the queen. Insults multiplied, factions armed, and at Estella Joan found herself besieged by Carlos’s forces, the tinder of old hatreds now blazing.

John hurried to relieve his wife; father and son stood face-to-face near Aybar, each at the head of an uneasy host. The sight of one another cooled their rage and they sketched terms of peace, yet the untamed bands they led—Agramont against Beaumont—snapped the reins, clashed, and drowned the armistice in steel. Though outnumbered, the royal troops fought with tighter discipline; after a hard struggle Carlos’s lines broke, his partisans scattered, and the prince of Viana surrendered. Only months earlier Joan had borne a boy, Ferdinand, whose future greatness lay veiled behind the scaffolded fortunes of his captive brother.

Born on 10 March 1452 in the little Aragonese town of Sos, Carlos, second son of John, entered life with modest prospects even as Christendom mourned Constantinople. John’s court rejoiced at the birth yet kept the elder heir imprisoned for past strife, releasing him months later under grudging terms that ignored his Navarrese rights. Returning home, Carlos re-entered factional war, failed, and journeyed through France and Italy to seek arbitration from his uncle Alfonso V of Naples. Welcomed for his grace and misfortunes, he gained protection, but Alfonso died in 1458, leaving Naples to Ferdinand and Spain to John.

Neapolitans urged Carlos to claim the vacant throne, but he, cautious or magnanimous, refused, sailed to Sicily, enjoyed funds and affection recalled from Queen Blanche’s gentle rule, and withdrew to a Benedictine convent near Messina to study history and philosophy. John, now king of Aragon, feared his son’s Sicilian popularity, lured him home with promises, met him at Igualada, played the fond parent, then denied him the cortes oath. Guided by Queen Juana’s ambition for her own boy Ferdinand, the king viewed every act with suspicion. When Carlos negotiated marriage with Castile’s princess Isabella, John summoned him to Lerida and abruptly jailed him.

Outrage swept Catalonia: deputies demanded charges, John muttered of conspiracy, cities armed, the mob stormed Lerida while the king slipped away toward Fraga and Saragossa; Carlos stayed in the mountain fortress of Morella as revolt spread through Aragon, Valencia, Navarre, Sardinia, and Sicily, aided by Henry IV of Castile. Pressed hard, John freed his son and blamed the queen. Villagers hailed the pair en route, but Barcelona barred her and acclaimed Carlos like a victor. Catalans compelled John to name him heir, lieutenant-general, and avoid the province without leave. Months later Carlos fell ill—poison whispered—and died on 23 September 1461, leaving Navarre to sister Blanche.

Lucio Marineo praised Carlos: 'Nothing was lacking in him of the perfect prince—temperate, liberal, gracious.' Another called him 'above middle height, thin, serene, a little melancholy.' Adept at music, painting, crafts, poetry, and absorbed in Aristotle and Navarrese history, he loved study more than war and fell before practiced schemers. Misfortune shifted to his meek sister Blanche. John and her sister Eleanor, eager for Navarre, pledged her to Foix in a French treaty. Pretending a match with the duke of Berri, John seized her at Olit; at Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port she ceded her crown to Henry IV of Castile, recalling 'the dawn of happiness' in a final letter.

That same day Blanche was handed to Foix agents, taken to Ortes, and after two years of torment poisoned on her sister’s order. Divine payback followed: the countess ruled Navarre only three weeks, then Ferdinand, ten, was hailed as heir; Aragonese deputies swore to him the oaths denied Carlos. His mother brought him to Catalonia, yet Barcelona seethed. Citizens claimed Carlos’s ghost mourned at night and miracles glowed at his tomb, treating him as a saint. Dreading revolt, the queen fled to Gerona. Catalan militia under Roger of Pallas stormed the city; she, her son, and a tiny guard fortified a church tower.

Besiegers built a wooden tower, battered the church with lombards, and tunneled below; when attackers burst inside, the defenders, urged on by the fearless queen, hurled them back with heavy loss. Unable to subdue Catalonia alone, John bargained with Louis XI: for 200,000 crowns he pledged Roussillon and Cerdagne, receiving seven hundred French lances, archers, and guns. The newcomers scattered the militia, seizing their cannon. Barcelona’s council renounced John and Ferdinand, issued tracts stating, 'The good of the commonwealth is above the prince,' conscripted everyone over fourteen, and, spurned by Henry IV, offered the crown to Don Pedro, while John retook Lerida, Cervera, Amposta, and Tortosa.

John overran the principal towns of southern Catalonia; walls fell more often to his coin than to his sword, and those who bent the knee found him unexpectedly generous. Don Pedro, poorly supplied and half-hearted, watched his footing crumble, then died of fever on 29 June 1466. Barcelona still spurned Aragonese rule; two leading citizens were beheaded as cowards, an envoy’s letters were ripped before his eyes. The rebels crowned René “the Good” of Anjou. Too old to ride, he sent his son John, duke of Calabria and Lorraine, famed for lavish courtesy, who marched from Roussillon with eight thousand volunteers.

Inside Aragon, coffers lay empty; French subsidies vanished, loans failed, and the Foix heirs threatened revolt over Navarre. During the winter siege of Amposta, John lost his sight. His stalwart wife Joan Henriquez gathered what men she could, sailed to eastern Catalonia, took Rosas, seized smaller posts, and with Prince Ferdinand relieved besieged Gerona. In a sudden skirmish Ferdinand’s spent horse balked, and loyal officers threw themselves into the pursuing lances so he might escape. Meanwhile the duke of Lorraine swept through Ampurdan, was adored in Barcelona—crowds clutched his stirrups, women pawned jewels to feed the war and keep resistance alive.

Queen Joan died in 1468, stripping John of support. A Jewish surgeon in Lerida cured his blindness after the king, ignoring omens, insisted on a second cut. Revived, he levied troops, and when the duke of Lorraine died on 16 December 1469, buried with pomp in Barcelona. Catalans resisted until John blockaded the city by land and sea. A sally cost four thousand; hunger forced surrender. The December 1472 treaty preserved Barcelona’s privileges, offered amnesty, and pronounced them “good, faithful, and loyal subjects.” John entered, “declining the triumphal car,” on a charger and swore to keep their laws, ending the war and assuring Ferdinand’s succession.

Ferdinand’s title rested on force, not on the usual line of descent. Name confusion reigned, for John, soon John II of Navarre and Aragon, lived beside John II of Castile. Charles III had forged the title Prince of Viana for his grandson Carlos, who, by charters still preserved in the Lerin archives, stood as rightful heir to Navarre. Long before Queen Blanche died, rival Agramontes and Beaumontes had split the realm; John himself once thundered a proclamation against them. Chroniclers from Zurita to Marineo and Aleson trace their feuds and the swelling unrest that shadowed the court. Battles soon scarred towns and hills.

In 1452 at Sos, Ferdinand opened his eyes as portents blazed overhead. Onlookers whispered, "The sun, which had been obscured with clouds all day, suddenly broke forth with splendor; a crown of many colors hung in the sky—this child will be the most illustrious among men." Dates varied in chronicles, yet Palencia, Bernáldez, and Zurita fixed that year. While the infant thrived, Prince Carlos bargained with Pope Pius II for his library and withdrew among Franciscans, winning praise: "Por cuanto era la templança y mesura de aquel príncipe… ninguna cosa en él faltaba." Towns like Tarraca barred their gates at his mother’s approach.

Civil war widened. At Olite in 1462 John pledged Navarrese fortresses to Louis XI for 200 000 crowns and 700 lances—2 100 horsemen—promising another 100 000 after Barcelona fell. French guns hurled thousands of balls at Gerona while Catalan cannon roared back. Winter at Amposta was so bitter that, said soldiers, serpents slid from the hills and ghostly voices drifted through the tents. Queen Blanche had already perished by poison; Carlos soon followed, pilgrims kissing the arm kept by monks who swore it stayed fresh. Yet battles raged on the very ground Caesar once chose, and foreign princes like Portugal’s Pedro and art-loving René entered, sickened, or withdrew.

Young Isabella lived quietly while Aragon rocked with strife, her hope of a crown remote. Brother Henry IV gained Castile’s throne to acclaim despite his past revolt. Warm-hearted and free-spending, he said, “Kings must not hoard; we give to enemies to win them and to friends to keep them.” The treasury emptied. A guard of thirty-six hundred lances joined annual crusades toward Granada, but armies dissolved into raids and retreats. “I value one Castilian above a thousand Mussulmans,” he claimed, angering soldiers. Southern towns grumbled, rebels seized him, and Granada’s king sneered, “I once would have offered even my children for peace; now I give nothing.

Henry’s private life deepened scandal. Unable to curb pleasure, he cast off first wife Blanche of Aragon and in 1455 married Joanna of Portugal, a witty beauty who entered Castile with jousts and pageants. Whispers soon linked her to Beltrán de la Cueva. To salute his defence of the queen’s charms in a tourney, Henry built a monastery to Saint Jerome. Meanwhile the king flaunted his own mistresses. One maid of honor governed him so openly that the archbishop of Seville backed her faction, and another was forced, amid protest, into the abbess’s seat at Toledo.

Corruption spread from palace to people. Merchants, artisans and even prelates copied courtly excess; the archbishop of Santiago was chased from his see after assaulting a new bride. Royal authority, squandered on pleasure, resorted to illegal taxes, tampered with municipal elections, and sold offices and church indulgences to reward favorites. Worst of all, the coinage was debased. Instead of five royal mints, one hundred and fifty private ones spewed coppery reales until prices tripled and debts became a battlefield of lawsuits. Creditors rejected the rotten money, debtors pressed payment, riots flared, and the realm staggered toward bankruptcy while brute force—especially that of the nobles—ruled.

Bandit nobles turned their castles into dens, robbed travellers, and even sold Christian captives to the Moors. Henry conquered one frontier marauder, yet, after his resistance, pardoned and restored him, for the timid king never knew when to punish or forgive. Worse, he surrendered himself to upstarts raised above the ancient houses. Chief among the affronted were Juan Pacheco, marquis of Villena, and his uncle Alfonso Carillo, archbishop of Toledo. Smooth, inventive Pacheco loved crooked intrigue, endured defeat with calm, and risked all for restless change. Carillo, a stern warlike prelate, fierce, haughty, and implacable, wielded vast ecclesiastical resources.

Offended grandees fanned unrest while Henry meddled in Catalonia’s revolt, then, guided by Villena and Carillo, let Louis XI arbitrate against Aragon. At Bayonne the kings met: Louis in coarse cloth, fustian doublet, battered hat crowned with a leaden Virgin; Spaniards glittered in cloth-of-gold sails, jeweled garments, and a Moorish guard. Each nation scoffed at the other’s affectation, and they parted. Louis’s ruling ceded Henry’s gains and angered Castile, which sneered that Villena and Carillo were French pensioners. Henry dismissed them; they forged a league. Queen Joan bore Joanna, ‘Beltraneja’; nobles deemed her illegitimate, demanded Alfonso proclaimed heir, and vowed to withhold service until abuses ceased.

Beset by revolt, Henry’s circle urged arms. He told Bishop of Cuenca, “You priests, safe from battle, lavish others’ blood.” The prelate retorted, “Refuse your honor, and I shall see you Spain’s degraded king.” Henry chose negotiation: he delivered Alfonso as heir if the boy married Joanna and created a reform board. Soon he called its members traitors and tried to seize them. Incensed nobles mounted deposition. Near Avila they built a scaffold, set an effigy of Henry with crown and sceptre, read a manifesto, stripped the tokens, cast it down, enthroned eleven-year-old Alfonso, kissed him, trumpets proclaimed the monarch, and the kingdom split.
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