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Abstract 

The aim of my research is to study the diverse identities that underlie the figure 
of the Mancebo de Arévalo (Young Man of Arevalo), the Morisco author of 
the Tafsira. I argue that the Mancebo’s identity, supposedly a New Christian 
from Islam, is not totally confirmed through his text, but, instead, it gets 
complicated due to his continuous references to Jewish authors and his 
relationship with the Converso community in mid-16th century Spain. My 
hypothesis is that the Tafsira did not have only a Morisco reader, but also 
a Converso one in mind. 

Introduction 

During the 15th and 16th centuries the difficulties between Christians and 
Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula became more and more unbearable. As the 
consequences of the Fall of Granada (1492) turned negative towards the 
Muslim population (or Mudéjares), a new set of problems arose in Spain. The 
War of the Alpujarras (1568), on the one hand, led to the uprising of 
the mudéjares in response to the breaking of the laws that allowed Spanish 
Muslims to keep their faith, costumes and language under Christian rule. On 
the other hand, and as a result of the war and later animosities, the forced 
conversion of Spanish Muslims into Christianity was carried out, supported 
both by the Catholic Church and the Spanish Crown. The once 
called mudéjares were now known as moriscos, or New Christians, and all 
kinds of Islamic/Arab signs were prohibited. With time, the situation of 
the moriscos got worse and ended up with their final expulsion from the 
Peninsula in 1609 and 1614. 

In spite of their limitations, some moriscos were able to produce literary texts. 
Most of the time, that literature focused on religious themes and was written 
in Aljamiado (that is, Spanish with Arabic characters). Consequently, their 
distribution was limited to the community of Crypto-Muslims that didn’t speak 
Arabic anymore but were willing to maintain, secretly, their Islamic faith. 

(Following Brian’s framework I would locate the Aljamiado Literature in a 
local and neutral position, characterized by messy ways of convivencia). 

The Tafsira and el Mancebo de Arévalo. 



The Tafsira (from the Arabic ‘tafsir’, or Quranic treatise) was apparently 
written during the first part of the 16th century. Although nobody claims to be 
the author, the critics have concluded that it was a young man from Arevalo 
(Avila, Castilla & Leon), who seems to have had a deep knowledge of the 
Quran. 

The Tafsira, however, is not precisely a Quranic treatise, as its title would 
suggest, but a long manual on the Islamic faith. Through its pages, the author 
explains the rules that all good Muslim should follow, such as fasting in 
Ramadan or giving alms, together with the exposure of religious customs, rites 
and doctrines. What is surprising, though, is the fact that, within the text, the 
Mancebo also inserts some stories and fascinating characters that have nothing 
to do with the content of the treatise. 

He starts his work by telling how a group of old wise Moriscos commands him 
to write the Tafsira, both for pedagogical purposes (to teach moriscos about the 
faith and, consequently, to keep it from being forgotten) and in exchange of the 
financial aid he would receive in order to carry out his pilgrimage to Mecca. 

Likewise, the Mancebo narrates his journey throughout the Iberian Peninsula 
meeting with and “interviewing” different Morisco characters. He collects the 
testimonies of theseMoriscos in regards of the Fall of Granada and on how their 
lives have changed, for worse, after the Reconquista. It’s also through this 
journey that the Mancebo meets with someconverso men, who provide him 
with food and lodging. 

Due to its linguistic (the author uses a mixture of Castilian, Aragonese, Arabic 
and Hebrew languages) and dark narrative complexity, the Tafsira has been 
considered, not only as a didactic text, but also as a testimony or, in some 
cases, as a first-hand report of the penurias (sufferings) of the last Muslims in 
the Iberian Peninsula. 

What lead me into my hypothesis is the Mancebo’s references to Jewish 
authors (like Ka’bu al-Habar), his use of Hispanicized Hebrew words and his 
connections with the Conversocommunity. 

Although the possible Jewish origin of the Mancebo has been already analyzed 
(the hypothesis is that he must have converted from Judaism to Christianity 
after the Fall of Granada, and then, secretly, to Islam); what I suggest is that, 
additionally, his work must have been also written having not only 
the morisco community in mind, but the Converso one, as well. 



My focus is the cultural and religious affiliations of the Mancebo as expressed 
in the Tafsira. And in that way, I am inclined to propose that the author was not 
only speaking to a community of moriscos but, maybe, also to a community 
of conversos from Judaism, for whom some aspects of Islam were similar to 
those of their own original faith (i.e. The Anti-Trinitarianism). 

Final remarks 

Looking back to the proposal I submitted when I applied for the NEH grant, I 
have noticed how much it has changed. What started as a broad-spectrum 
project, too hard to deal with due to the many periods, centuries and 
populations that covered, has ended up as a clearer goal for a prospective paper. 
The Summer Seminar has helped me reach this stage in my project and it has 
allowed me to see the problem of the Moriscos and the Aljamiado Literature 
from other perspectives. 

It has been a great opportunity to meet colleagues in so many disciplines who 
are able to talk about the Medieval Mediterranean from so different edges. 
Coming myself from the field of literature, and not being precisely a 
Medievalist, I am glad to have been exposed to other sides of the 
Mediterranean research. And the same goes in regards of both the organizers of 
the Seminar and the guest faculty. Personally, it was great to have had the 
chance to talk about my project with Gerard Wiegers, whose work 
in Aljamiado and Morisco Literature I have followed since I was a Grad 
student. His advice, suggestions, and generosity in recommending bibliography 
and ways to deal with my Morisco project have been invaluable. 

If I had to describe how Mediterranean is my project, I would probably fail in 
trying to give a clear and definite answer. Instead, I can tell that I see the whole 
problem of the Moriscosand the Aljamaido literature as an analogy of what 
happened in the Mediterranean during Medieval and Early Modern times. 
Taking the Mancebo de Arévalo as an example, I consider him, in a very 
similar way to the Lozana andaluza, the syntheses of Christian, Jewish and 
Muslim worlds living together (conviviendo) in a specific Mediterranean space, 
in this case, the Iberian Peninsula. However, the not-so-fortunate convivencia, 
forced them to follow movable and/or alternative patterns of behavior that 
included rites, customs, languages and external appearances 
that, convenientemente, allowed them to assume chameleon-like positions in 
order to pass unnoticed, and therefore, keep themselves safe and sound. In the 
same way, the Medieval Mediterranean shows a network of people, beliefs, 
languages, etc., that are not permanent but change in accordance to what’s 



more convenient at certain times, certain political or religious environments or 
depending on the geographical spaces. 

But isn’t this what we’ve been witnessing, during the past four weeks, in this 
multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic and multi-cultural piece of 21st century 
Mediterranean called Barcelona? 
 
	  


