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Abstract 

This paper aims to explore the connections between the rural communities of Early Modern Castile 

and the saints they venerated through their festivities, relics and advocations and the roles that 

these relationships fulfilled in their societies. The Castilians of the sixteenth century seem to have 

used their interactions with saints not only for the purpose of the salvation of their souls, but rather, 

as ways to ensure the survival of their population, to cement social cohesion and identity, or to 

preserve the memory of their communities. 

Through the topographic relations of Philip II, a fantastic source that reproduces the voices of 

members of rural communities of Central Castile, this paper analyses the boundaries between the 

utilitarian and the cultural in the worship of saints, and the limits of local culture and identity. 
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1. Introduction 

The villagers of San Sebastián de los Reyes, in what nowadays is the province of Madrid, received 

a letter from their king, through his representative in the villa of Madrid, on the 23rd of December 

of 1579. They had received a similar letter three years before, asking them a series of questions 

about their local community, from the political and economical to the cultural and religious. 

The royal survey called for the selection of some men from the community to answer the 

questions in the presence of the town scribe. The mayor and regidores of the village complied and 

chose Martín García and Sebastián de Medina, inhabitants of the town, “intelligent and curious”1, to 

answer the inquires. It is in this context that these two men related to their king, Philip II, and, by 

extension, to us a very curious story:  

The village celebrated the festivity of the saint that gave it its name, San Sebastián; in which it 

was prohibited to eat meat, fish or any other animal product. On that day, the villagers of the 

nearby village of Alcobendas used to come in procession to join in the festivities. Seventy years 

before Martín and Sebastián answered the questions of the aforementioned survey, in the day of 

the festivity, a man called Portazguero decided to go away to this neighbouring village with the 

villagers of Alcobendas as they returned to their homes, with the intent of eating meat there, 

dodging that way the prohibition in his local village. He stayed all day in Alcobendas, where he ate 

lunch and dinner, and then returned home at night, finding his wife, children and servants eating 

radish. Seeing this, the man uttered something along the lines of “You look well there eating radish, 

I just ate all the meat I could”. Immediately after, he suddenly died in his chair.2  

The tragicomedy of the death of Portazguero no doubt served as a warning for the future 

generations of inhabitants of San Sebastián de los Reyes to maintain and respect the festivity of 

their patron saint, evidenced by the fact that they still remember the tale almost a century after the 

fact. The story would, however, eventually be forgotten. It is thanks to the letter that the king sent 

this community that we have heard this tale of defiance and death. Likewise, Martín García and 

Sebastián de Medina, our storytellers, are silent in other sources of the time, for not only were they 

peasants, but Sebastián was also illiterate, and another had to sign the document in his name. 

It is indeed rare to hear the voices of the rural inhabitants of the Early Modern period, even 

though they represented the vast majority of the European population. Usually, when they show 

up in the documents, it is only because they have infringed against the established rules, in the 

courts of law, terrene or ecclesiastical. Otherwise, historians have had to rely on second hand 

testimony on what the peasantry though and felt, through members of the elite that took their time 

                                                 
1 Alfredo Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid. Volume II (Madrid: Consejería de cooperación 
de la Comunidad de Madrid, 1993), 696. 
2 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas. Volumen II, 700. 
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to describe the peasantry of their time, usually in prerogative terms and to shed light in what they 

considered the common folk were doing wrong. 

The same can be said about the religious sentiment of the Early Modern rural population. When 

we hear about it, it is in the mouth of Erasmus, complaining about what he considers paganistic 

and harmful traditions, in decrees of the multiple European churches, indicating what needed to 

change in the attitude of the peasantry towards the divine, or, in more rare occasions, when the 

peasants themselves got a chance to defend their heterodox views in the courts of the inquisition, 

such as the now famed Menocchio, the humble miller whose unconventional cosmology was 

explored by Carlo Ginzburg.3 

The letter that Philip II sent to San Sebastián de los Reyes and more than other seven hundred 

villages around central Castile, is one of the few exceptions, where we can hear first-hand accounts 

of members of rural communities expressing with their own words what they thought of their lives. 

These surveys are nowadays commonly referred as the topographic relations of Philip II, and they 

will be the central axis of this master thesis; through them, I will try to explore the religious life of 

the rural communities of Early Modern Castile, specifically in relation to the worship of saints, as 

expressed by the communities themselves. 

Through the festivities, advocations and relics that the Castilians interviewed in this fantastic 

source declare having, this paper aims to unveil what were certain aspects of the functionality of 

the relationships between saints and villages in Castile. How these relationships helped define their 

identities and their surrounding world. What these Catholic communities sought to gain and got 

from these relationships.  

1.1. Confessionalization and the Post-Trent Church 

Even though the focus of this master thesis is on the culture, identity and religion of rural 

communities, it is still important to keep in mind, at least to some degree, the wider historical 

context of the topographic relations; not so much in political terms, but at least in the state of the 

post-Trent Catholic Church around the time when the surveys were conducted.  

During the Protestant reformation, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the question of 

saints and their worship never occupied centre stage. It was still, however, discussed, and one of 

the points contentions between the reformers of the new and old churches of Europe. Erasmus of 

Rotterdam already expressed his discontent at the customs of some Christians regarding specialist 

saints: 

From the same principles of folly proceeds the custom of each country’s challenging their 

particular guardian-saint; nay, each saint has his distinct office allotted to him, and is accordingly 

addressed to upon the respective occasions: as one for the tooth-ache, a second to grant an easy 

                                                 
3 Carlo Ginzburg, The cheese and the worms: the cosmos of a sixteenth century miller, (London: Routledge, 1980) 
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delivery in child-birth, a third to help persons to lost goods, another to protect seamen in a long 

voyage, a fifth to guard the farmer’s cows and sheep, and so on, for to rehearse all instances would 

be extremely tedious4 

Martin Luther also gave his two cents in this issue, for example, from one of his catechisms, 

when discussing “You will not have any other Gods”: 

Besides, consider what in our blindness, we have hitherto been practising and doing under the 

Papacy. If any one had toothache, he fasted and honoured St. Apollonia, lacerated his flesh by 

voluntary fasting in the honour of St. Apollonia; if he was afraid of fire, he chose St. Lawrence as 

his helper in need; if he dreaded pestilence, he made a vow to St. Sebastian or Rochio, and a 

countless number of such abominations, where every one selected his own saint, worshiped him, 

and called for help to him in distress. Here belong those also, alas, as e.g. sorcerers and magicians, 

whose idolatry is most gross.5 

Other reformers, such as John Calvin, adopted more radical positions in respect to saints and 

their place in worship. Quoting one of his catechisms: 

 May we conclude from hence that it is wicked to invoke either angels, or the holy servants of the 

Lord who have departed this life? C. We may. For God has not assigned those services to the 

saints, that they should assist us. And as to the angels, although he uses their labors for our 

welfare, yet he will not have us pray to them.6  

In any case, and disregarding the degree of permissiveness that they were willing to show initially 

towards the worship of saints or their exact perspectives of the role (if any) of saints as religious 

figures, the main argument of the reformers was the saints were supposed to be used only as models 

of virtue and good living, not as protectors. In their view, that led to confusion in the populace 

over who really had the power to protect or punish. 

The response of the Catholic authorities to the debate confirmed, indeed, that the main purpose 

of saints in the worship was to be models of virtue, and to serve as examples that the Christians 

could follow. However, they still recognized and reaffirmed the role of saints as intermediaries 

between God and the Church Militant. Although it was admitted that the problem of certain 

believers thinking that saints had the power to stop disasters or heal diseases themselves needed to 

be tackled. 

In one of the catechisms promulged after Trent, for example, we can find the position of the 

Church in the matter: 

                                                 
4 Desiderius Erasmus, Hoyt Hopewell Hudson, and Anthony Grafton. The Praise of Folly. (Princeton; Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 1969). Extracted from http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/j.ctt1d2dmgz. [Last 
consulted 10-5-2019] 
5 Martin Luther., The large cathecism of Martin Luther, (The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod), extracted from: 

https://www.lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&id=950 [Last consulted 10-4-2019], 8 
6 John Calvin., The cathecism of the Church of Geneva, (Hartford, 1815), Extracted from: 
https://archive.org/details/catechismofchur00calv, [Las consulted 10-4-2019], 66.  
 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/j.ctt1d2dmgz
https://www.lcms.org/Document.fdoc?src=lcm&id=950
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The Holy Fathers and the Councils II of Nicaea, of Granges and Trent, show us that the worship 

of saints, far from diminishing the glory of God, augment it, by fortifying our hope and moving us 

to imitate them.7 

In the same catechisms several of the arguments that had been presented in the past against the 

worship of saints are discussed, and counter arguments are provided. They declared that it was not 

superfluous, as, like Saint Agustin and the holy scripture showed, God did not provide many graces 

without the intervention of an intercessor and it does not suppose any lack of faith, as Jesus praised 

the centurion that came to him with the help of others.8  

This was accompanied with a new effort from the Catholic Church to control the access to 

canonizations, and, on occasion, to change popular saints whose stories were dubious from the 

perspective of the new Catholic religiosity of Trent with new, refined saints, that could represent 

the new ideas of the Church better. 

The Papacy would move to control the system of canonizations much more tightly during the 

Early Modern period. Only a couple of decades after the topographic relations of Philip II were 

made, in 1602, a congregation of beatification was created, dedicated to discuss the different 

candidates to canonization to mediate the differences between some bishops and the Pope; the 

process would be further centralized during the mandate of Paul V (1607-1621), who determined 

that any individual that was going to be canonized needed to be beatified first by the Pope. Finally, 

in 1642, the Pope Urban VII determined the right to canonized saints as an exclusive of the 

Papacy.9 

As a result of this shift in the method of canonizations, from the Seventeenth century onwards 

the process of canonizations became in many occasions a political struggle between the different 

powerful religious orders and kings to persuade the Pope to canonize their protegees, as evident 

by cases such as the canonization of Isidro Labrador, saint patron of the new imperial capital of 

Madrid, sponsored by the Hispanic Monarchy in 1622, or Ignacio de Loyola, also sponsored by 

the Hispanic Monarchy and the newly founded Jesuit order.10 

Although the process of the centralization of the power to concede canonizations was not 

completed when the topographic relations were made, the cogs were nevertheless already moving 

since the council of Trent, and the idea that something needed to change in regard to the saints 

that were favoured by the populace was already floating in Catholic circles. 

Regarding the initiative to change some of the popular saints, particularly in the Castilian case, 

Santiago, the apostle, was considered the patron saint of Castile and Hispania at large. However, 

                                                 
7 Alfonso María Gubianas, (trad.) Catecismo Romano promulgado por el Concilio de Trento, (Barcelona, Editorial Litúrgica 
española, 1926), 309. 
8 Gubianas, (trad.) Catecismo Romano promulgado por el Concilio de Trento, Pg. 310-311. 
9 Ronnie Po-Chia Hsia., El Mundo de la renovación católica 1540-1770, (Madrid: Akal, 2010), 157. 
10 Esther Jiménez Pablo., “La canonización de Ignacio de Loyola (1622): Lucha de intereses entre Roma, Madrid y 
París”, Chronica nova: Revista de historia moderna de la Universidad de Granada, Nº 42, (2016), págs. 79-102, 79 

https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/revista?codigo=399
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/ejemplar/446121
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he was not only interpreted as Santiago the apostle, but also as another face of the same figure 

constructed during the Reconquista era, Santiago Matamoros (Moor killer). This aspect of the saint 

represented the occasions in which he had appeared to aid the Christian troops armoured and in a 

white horse against the Muslim kingdoms of Iberia. 

This led to a debate in the Hispanic Monarchy over who should be the patron saint, where some 

theologians and politicians started to suggest that Santa Teresa de Ávila could be a better 

representation for the new, more intimate, Hispanic religiosity. The fact that Teresa was the 

founder of a new and influential religious order no doubt helped her case. The debates on the 

matter would led to Teresa becoming Co-Patron of the Hispanic Monarchy in three occasions, all 

of them ending in the return of Santiago as the sole patron.11 

These reforms fall under a process that historians have dubbed confessionalization, with the 

centralization and increase in control of the religion of the general populace through discipline 

during the Early Modern Period. Some elements of these pushes for change that the Catholic 

Church was experiencing at the time of the realization of the topographic relations are reflected in 

the document, although the reforms were not yet fully realized, which gives us an opportunity to 

look into the religious life of Castilians at the beginnings of a period of transition, where we begin 

to see some of the initiatives to control popular religiosity more tightly while still been able to see 

the older forms of religiosity still taking place. 

1.2. Studying popular culture 

At the centre of this master thesis stands the notion of popular culture; a concept that has had its 

detractors and supporters among historians. The idea itself seems to imply a dichotomy, that is; if 

there is a popular culture, it stands to reason that there would be a non-popular culture. 

Traditionally, the two opposing ideas in this regard have been popular culture, extended and 

practiced by the general population of any given society and elite culture, the culture practiced by 

those who control the political, cultural or ecclesiastical institutions. 

One of the most influential historians to have dealt with this concept has been Peter Burke in 

his studies of popular culture in the Early Modern period. His interpretation was that, indeed, there 

was a clear divide in the culture of Early Modern Europeans between the minority that knew how 

to read and write, and the majority who could not, with popular culture being concerned with those 

who could not.12  

In this regard, the interpretation of Peter Burke is consistent with the concept of 

confessionalization, of two distinct ways of understanding religion, at odds with each other, and 

                                                 
11 Ofelia Rey Castelao., “Teresa, patrona de España”, Hispania Sacra, Vol. 67, N. 136 (2015). Pg. 531-573 Extracted 
from: http://hispaniasacra.revistas.csic.es/index.php/hispaniasacra/article/viewArticle/450 [Last consulted 10-2-
2019], 532 
12 Peter Burke, Cultura Popular en la Edad Moderna, (Madrid: Alianza, 2014), 63-65 
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one of them being slowly imposed through discipline. Throughout the years, this division between 

elite and popular has transformed into a more nuanced one, in which the division is not completely 

broken, but the lines between them become blurrier. There is a level of porosity between the culture 

of the elites and popular culture in which they both influence and change each other.  

Perhaps this level of porosity was best exposed by the work of Carlo Ginzburg in the life and 

theology of Menocchio, the Italian miller that faced the trials of the inquisition for his religious 

ideas; Ginzburg argues that, in some way or another, the humble miller had acquired and 

transformed several ideas coming from what could be considered the culture of the elites, shaping 

them into a very personal and different form.13 The level of interplay between elites and general 

populace in areas such as culture and religion has been a point of interest in historical research. 

The concept of cultural hybridity also gained some traction, given the revitalized interest in the 

humanities in multiculturalism and the contact between different groups of people. This concept 

is usually employed to explore connections between widely different societies; that is, to explore, 

for example, the impact of the European colonization and contact with native American societies. 

Overall, the idea pertains to how, when two groups of people become in contact, there is an 

inevitable exchange in which the cultural expressions of them are in some way adopted and adapted 

by each other. Peter Burke, who has explored this line of research, divides it, in the macro 

perspective, on three moments, one of contact, another of appropriation, in which the new cultural 

elements are juxtaposed to the old ones, and a final one of convergence, in which the new elements 

are adapted to fit the old ones.14 

I would argue that this same concept could be used with some degree of satisfaction in the 

development and relationships between what has been considered the culture of the elites and 

popular culture; although, no doubt, it should be kept in mind that the elites had ways, through 

their authority, of imposing changes in the culture of the general population in a way that the 

general population could not do.  

William A. Christian subscribes this notion of interplay and overlap between popular and elite 

culture in his analysis of the topographic relations, by noting that priests and local authorities 

frequently participated in customs and rites that the church of Trent would have probably 

considered heterodoxic. He argues this notion to the point of questioning the significance of having 

a concept such as popular culture in the first place. Instead, in his interpretation of the topographic 

relations, he argues for a different duality; on one side, the official religion marked by the main, 

official, festivities of Christianity and on the other “local religion” articulated by the churches, local 

patrons and local festivities of each community.15 

                                                 
13 Ginzburg, The cheese and the worms: the cosmos of a sixteenth century miller. 
14 Peter Burke, Hybrid Renaissance. Culture, language, architecture, (Central European University Press, 2016). Extracted 
from https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7829/j.ctt1d4txq4?turn_away=true, [last consulted 11-05-2019] 27-28. 
15 William A. Christian, Jr., Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II (Madrid, Nerea, 1991) 34-38. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7829/j.ctt1d4txq4?turn_away=true


8 

At the heart of this local religiosity, that presents a sort of verticality in that it involves individuals 

from all strata of society, William A. Christian situates festivities and patron saints. At the core of 

these, the vulnerability of the people of Castile in the face of plagues, locust and other threats to 

their lives.16 In his interpretation of the source, the fundamental element that connected saints with 

local communities was one of physical protection against harm, in which saints were perceived as 

a sort of holy lawyers presenting the case of the villagers to God so that external threats were 

prevented. 

In a sense, as Peter Burke interprets, William A. Christian moves from the distinction of popular 

to elite to one in which the dichotomy is between centre and periphery.17 This model has been 

applied in the past to different branches of research in historiography, including the concepts of 

culture and identity.18 In this interpretation, there is a juxtaposition, and interaction between the 

order, the centre of the society, the boundaries in which the centre gives into the unknown, and, 

after that, the chaos of the indefinite.19  

From this perspective, the villagers would have seen their own churches and relics as the centre 

of their world, that which was understood and ordered; and so, they would have defined their 

religious life, culture and identity through these elements. This assertion is compelling in several 

ways, as it will be discussed throughout this master thesis, however, I will argue in this thesis that 

that was not the exclusive force behind the definition of the culture and identity of these groups 

and putting too much emphasis in this model neglects other overarching influences that a world 

like rural Early Modern Castile, where movements of people and, with them, ideas and customs, 

where part of the course. Peasants participated in the religious life of other communities by taking 

part of processions, as we saw in the introduction with the villagers of Alcobendas visiting San 

Sebastián de los Reyes for their festivities, and the movement of agricultural labourers between 

villages to work on the fields was a fundamental element of the economies of these communities. 

Although this master thesis is not meant to be a complete rebuttal of William A. Christian’s 

work, as I agree with him in the bulk of his interpretation, considering the fact that he worked with 

the same source in the elaboration of one of his key and most influential studies on the religion of 

Early Modern Castile, I will reference him through the thesis. William A. Christian’s work is no 

doubt very remarkable, but we differ in some of our conclusions, consequently, I will point out 

when my analysis coincides and when it diverges from his. 

In this regard, one of the questions I will be exploring, that of identity, puts my conclusions at 

odds with his in terms of the religiosity of Early Modern Catholicism in Castile. Culture, religion 

and identity are not necessarily the same thing for any one group in a society, however, there is, I 

                                                 
16 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 213 
17 Peter Burke, Cultura Popular en la Edad Moderna, 26-28. 
18 Carsten Juel Christiensen, The desert, the center and the periphery, Urbanismo Revista, N 9-10, (1992), Extracted 
from: https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=5435251 [Last consulted 14-5-2019], 4. 
19 Mircea Eliade, Lo Sagrado y lo Profano, (Barcelona: Austral, 2018), 32-36. 

https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=5435251
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would argue, a strong overlap between them. In this sense, for this master thesis, these three 

concepts will be interconnected, and I will explore each one through the others. Culture, as I would 

define it for the purpose of this paper would entail the ideas, practices and behaviours of the 

interviewed Castilian population; identity would entail how these ideas, practices and behaviours 

help establish or reinforce a sense of self, community and solidarity in these groups. 

So, while William A. Christian’s analysis puts the emphasis in local religion and culture, and, as 

such, local identity, I will argue, in this paper, that there were other, equally strong, overarching 

senses of identity conditioned by equally wider cultures, that transcended what could be considered 

local. 

So, my position in this master thesis regarding the question of popular culture is somewhat a 

middle point between William A. Christian’s interpretation and Peter Burke’s. While I will identify 

the ways in which certain religious customs of these Early Modern Catholic communities relate 

directly to a sense of local culture and identity, it will also be shown that these were popular, but 

not dominant trends, and the web of cultures and identities was wider and messier in the context 

of the topographic relations.  

1.3. Materiality and immateriality. Religious rites in the Early Modern World 

I recently came in contact with a fascinating article about one of Velazquez’s paintings, “the 

triumph of Bacchus” or, as it is also known, “the drunkards”. This painting might encapsulate some 

of the ideas that this master thesis is dealing with. On one hand, as its first title suggest, the painting 

was done from within elite culture (although Velazquez had humble origins), and for it. It was its 

contact with the general population of the country what popularized its new name, the drunkards. 

On the other, the painting, which represents Bacchus, the roman god of wine, crowning a soldier 

under the company of drunk men dressed as peasants or beggars, is a clash of a mythological theme 

with a very terrene, material representation of drunkenness. 20 

The clash between a learned elite culture and a popular culture can be seen in how the painting 

became recontextualized when the people of Madrid observed it for the first time in the royal 

museum, in 1819, almost two hundred years after it was originally painted. This goes hand and 

hand with the already discussed concept of popular culture and its interplay with the culture of the 

elites. But, beyond it, it also speaks of the juxtaposition of the mythological theme with the 

ordinary. 

This is, perhaps even more so than popular culture, a central idea in this master thesis; the 

interplay and overlapping of the sacred and the ordinary, the spiritual and the material. That is to 

                                                 
20 Manuel Peña Díaz, Days of Wine and laughter. Art, literature and everyday transgressions (16th-17th centuries), 
Studia Histórica, 40, N: 1, (2018), 233-259. Extracted from: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326268285_Dias_de_vino_y_risas_Arte_literatura_y_transgresiones_coti
dianas_siglos_XVI-XVII , 233-235. 
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say, the rituals, buildings and relics that the Castilians that answered the topographic relations 

employed in their religious life were not simply objects of spiritual devotion, but, rather, served a 

wide range of different purposes in their society. 

As such, I have found that the concept of hierophany, employed in anthropological research is 

very useful and constructive in understanding one of the dimensions that these relationships 

between saints and rural communities were built upon. A hierophany is an object upon which the 

sacred is manifested, in a way in which the entity gains a new holy quality while still remaining an 

ordinary object. The bone of a saint, for example, is a manifestation of a sacred entity, the saint, 

into the material world, but, at the same time, and while retaining this characteristic, it is still a 

bone.21  

In the same fashion, in addition to being displays of religious sentiments, the festivities, relics 

and advocations transcended this immaterial, spiritual boundary to serve material, tangible 

purposes for the people of Early Modern Castile. Of course, the importance of such rites as 

expressions of Catholic devotion, in a society as concerned about the salvation of the soul as Early 

Modern Castile, cannot be underestimated, but there are several additional layers to the religion of 

these rural communities, and how their religiosity was deeply integrated to their material lives. 

The festivities of saints often followed the agricultural cycles throughout the calendars of these 

communities, as they often used these events to commemorate or prepare for the different phases 

of agricultural work. Rufino Acosta Naranjo puts it very beautifully when he states, in an article 

exploring this idea of the parallel lines between religious and agricultural calendars, by saying that 

“saints are charged with non-sacred contents in the same way in which praxis, in relevant moments, 

is ritualized”22 The fact that the religious elements of the early modern Castilians had this hybrid 

character to them, where there were very much concerned with both praxis and ideal, sacred and 

mundane, is the key factor that allows for my line of research in this paper. 

1.4. Research question and purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to determine the nature of the relationships between Early Modern 

rural communities in Castile in the sixteenth century and the saints they worshiped. It has been 

conducted through the research question: Which were the roles of saint worship in Early Modern 

rural Castile beyond the salvation of the villagers’ souls? Within this question, two aspects will be 

explored; on one hand, the practical side of the worship, and, on the other, the social and identity 

functionalities that the rural inhabitants benefited from in their relationship with saints. 

                                                 
21 Eliade, Lo Sagrado y lo Profano, 21-23. 
22 Rufino Acosta Naranjo, Ecología, santoral y rituales festivos en Pallares y su entorno, Revista de Estudios Extremeños, 
(2002) Extracted from: https://idus.us.es/xmlui/handle/11441/30710 259-286 [Last consulted 7-5-2019],  259-260. 

https://idus.us.es/xmlui/handle/11441/30710
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So, for the purpose of this master thesis I will be contrasting two different types of roles that 

the worship of saints was fulfilling for the villages of Central Castile according to the topographic 

relations;  

-On one hand, the practical roles: that is, the physical changes in the material world that the 

inhabitants of Castile were trying to provoke by dedicating buildings and festivities to saints; this 

goes from preventing a plague to stopping a swarm of locusts or to help repair the damage of a 

fire.  

-On the other hand, social/identity roles: which overlap, that is, questions that affected social 

cohesion and the sense of self of these Early Modern communities. This category will be broken 

down further into several different aspects through the master thesis. From establishing a sense of 

the space that the community occupied to helping build links of solidarity in moments in which 

the survival of the group is threatened. 

1.5. The topographic relations of Philip II 

As stated before, the topographic relations of Philip II will be the foundation upon which this 

master thesis is constructed, so, a description of some of their more technical aspects is in order. 

First, as the name indicates, they were an initiative of the king Philip II of the Hispanic Monarchy, 

in the second half of the sixteenth century, with the intention of recompiling information from the 

villages and towns in his domain, particularly, in the kingdom of Castile. 

Chronologically, it should be noted that there were two versions of the questionnaire, one sent 

out in 1575 and the other in 1578 and we have answers from the villages coming from 1575 up 

until 1581. Both questionnaires varied slightly in both the amount of questions and the exact 

questions that were asked, but still, they convey very similar information. The first questionnaire 

had 59 questions, and the second one 45. 

There were some villages, like the example stated in the introduction, San Sebastián de los Reyes, 

where both questionnaires were received, so they answered the questions two times. The 

information in those cases, of course, tends to be slightly different as the individuals selected to 

answer the questions change from one year to another and a certain amount of time had passed. 

The process by which the villages received an answered the royal survey is often detailed in the 

document itself. The villagers were generally required to send back the original letter of the king 

along with their answers, although they did not always do so when sending the letter back. 

Generally, each population had majors and regidores that acted as a governing body. In the meeting, 

they would discuss the letter, and the orders of the king, which included the instruction to elect 

some capable individuals to answer the questions of the survey. 

After selecting the men that would be in charge of the questionnaire, these individuals would 

usually be summoned before the council and answer the questions in the presence of the town 



12 

scribe, that would be putting everything down as they say it. On occasion a local priest would 

answer the questionnaire, which means that he himself could write down the answers, leading to a 

very different language and style in the answers. For the most part, it seems like the village 

authorities opted to choose the oldest and brightest men in their community, apparently with not 

much consideration to their social standing or education level, as many of them do not know how 

to write and almost none declare being hidalgos. Similarly, many of the men are declared being of 

old age. 

Most of the interviews were conducted orally, which leads to a very vivid document. On 

occasion, the men surveyed correct themselves mid-sentence or even mid-word and these errors 

got reflected in written form. We do not have many sources dating from this far back that show us 

members of rural communities expressing themselves in such a candid way. 

The survey reached more than seven hundred villages in central Castile, most of them located 

in what nowadays are the Autonomous communities of Madrid and Castilla la Mancha, a region 

that had been formally known as “The New Castile”, the provinces of Madrid, Guadalajara, Toledo, 

Ciudad Real, Albacete and Cuenca. Other regions, Jaen, Murcia and Caceres received some surveys 

too. 

For the purpose of this study, we will only focus on three of the surveyed regions; Madrid, 

Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. This will include slightly over three hundred villages. It should be 

noted that the distinction between the three regions is somewhat anachronistic, since these regions 

would not be constructed as the provinces we see today in Spain’s territorial organization until 

much later. 

The following map indicates the specific area of the Kingdom of Castile that this master thesis 

will be concerned with, while also indicating the other regions that received and answered the 

topographic relations of Philip II. 
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IMAGE 1: Map of the provinces of Spain, nowadays. In Green; Madrid, Guadalajara and 

Ciudad Real, the provinces that will be studied in this master thesis; in yellow and grey, other 

provinces that received the surveys sent by Philip II, not included in this thesis. In grey provinces, 

a small number of villages answered the questionnaire. 

 

The original documents are located in the library of the Monastery of the Escorial; the 

monastery palace that Philip II built during his reign; with copies in the Royal Academy of History, 

in this study I will mainly work with published transcriptions of the original documents, mainly due 

to time constraints. For the province of Ciudad Real, I will be using the edition of the source 

realized by Francisco Javier Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, in two tomes. For Madrid, I will be 

working with the edition made by Alfredo Alvar Ezquerra, also in two tomes. For the province of 

Guadalajara, finally, I will be using a digitalized transcription in CD-ROM that involved several 

authors and editors.  

1.6. Method 

This master thesis is divided in five chapters, excluding the bibliography and this introductory 

chapter; chapters 2, 3 and 4 will explore the role of advocations, festivities and relics in the religious 

life of the Early Modern Castilian communities surveyed in the topographic relations.  
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The three first chapters of my analysis have been named in accordance to the already mentioned 

concept of hierophany, and I have taken time to explain how these elements worked as connections 

between the sacred and the ordinary in the lives of early modern Castilians. The second chapter, 

Saints set in stone, explores advocations, that is, saint dedications to churches and other buildings, 

the third, Saints set in time, explores saint festivities. Finally, the fourth chapter, Saints set in flesh, 

explores the role of relics in the villages of the topographic relations. 

These three chapters include a presentation of the quantitative results of my study of the source, 

with tables and other data presenting my findings, alongside analysis of the role of saints in the 

communities of central Castile through this quantitative data. In these chapters, each of the 

elements will be discussed separately and the purpose of the 5th chapter will be to put some 

elements of the analysis and quantitative information together to draw some further conclusions. 

The quantitative part of this master thesis has consisted of the elaboration of a database based 

on the answers of 314 villages to the topographic relations of Philip II, for the regions of 

Guadalajara, Madrid and Ciudad Real. This represents a little bit less than half of the totality of the 

topographic relations, which were given out to some 700+ communities.  

The information gathered encompassed the location of each village, alongside their number of 

inhabitants according to the source, their local advocations and the saints they were dedicated to, 

the festivities that each village had, again, with the saint they were dedicated to, and, when the 

information is given, why they were established, when and what ceremonies or rites the population 

did during the festivity, and finally, the relics that each village had. On top of this, stories and other 

qualitative information that did not fit into these categories has also been noted and considered 

when analysing the data. Some of these stories have been included in this master thesis. 

Through this data, I have been able to contrast several aspects of this source; which saints were 

dedicated festivities for which reasons, which are the most popular saints in each region or how 

often villages had festivities for a saint if they already had a relic of the same saint in their local 

churches, just to name some examples that will come up during this thesis. 

Saints have been used as one of the main metrics to discern differences and similarities between 

regions and issues that accosted the people of Early Modern Castile. During this paper, I will argue 

that the saints that a community selected reflect what the village wanted out of the relationship 

with them, as different saints were used by the villages for different purposes. So, this master thesis 

is operating under this assertion that the religious life of Early Modern Castilians reflects not only 

religious devotion, but rather, a much wider range of issues, including the physical survival of the 

community, their collective identity and memory or their social cohesion. 

In this regard it is important to keep in mind the concept of specialist saints, which will show 

up plenty of times throughout the thesis; a specialist saint was one that had a particular issue 

associated to him where he was supposed to be a better protector than other saints; San Agustín, 

for example, was considered a specialist saint against locust swarms, or Santa Bárbara, considered 
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an auxiliary saint against tempests. This concept will be explored in this thesis as it touches on one 

of the central issues regarding the functionality of saint worship in early modern Castile; specialist 

saints being popular would potentially indicate that the villagers of Castile were particularly 

concerned with practical issues that these specialists could help them resolve. The appearance of 

other saints with no particular specialization, might indicate less emphasis on practical issues.  

An important issue in this master thesis is the question of identity in relationship to religious 

custom, and, as a consequence, the geographical distribution of festivities, advocations and relics 

will be an issue to be explored, as it could establish relationships of regional, popular or local 

identity depending on how a certain saint’s worship spread across the surveyed region. 

In this regard, I would argue, the thesis benefits from the selection of regions that serve as focus 

of the study, as they offer two bordering regions (Madrid and Guadalajara) and another one that is 

somewhat disconnected in Ciudad Real, which potentially would highlight the differences and 

commonalities between areas. Ideally, of course, I would have preferred to explore all of the regions 

that were included in the topographic relations, but, due to time constraints, that would not be 

possible for this master thesis. 

1.7. Terminology 

Due to the nature of the source, I have considered it appropriate to use some Spanish terms in this 

master thesis, in order to not cloud the exact meaning of the terminology employed by the 

individuals that answered the surveys, as I found the direct translations of some of these words to 

English were not clear enough or did not convey the exact same meaning. I will be quickly 

discussing some of these Castilian terms: 

Caridad: a religious custom in which foods and drinks were offered for the congregation, the 

poor and travellers after mass in a religious festivity.  

Cofradía: a form of lay religious association, very common in the surveyed area, similar in 

function to medieval and early modern guilds, but not necessarily linked to a specific profession, 

taking care of widows and burials, and financing hospitals in some villages. They often dedicated 

their association to a particular saint or an aspect of Jesus or the Virgin Mary. 

Ermita: an ermita is, in essence, a church that did not hold mass regularly, but rather only on 

specific occasions. In the topographic relations, the interviewed tend to refer as ermitas to any 

church that is not their parochial church. Including those in ruins and not in use.  

Vecino: one of the questions of the survey inquires how many vecinos lived in the interviewed 

village. It is very difficult to discern exactly what the villagers understood for a vecino in some of 

these communities. On paper, the definition would be adult males, pecheros (tax-payers) or hidalgos 

(members of the lower nobility, which did not pay taxes), that lived in that community, sometimes 

including widows. A good translation for the purpose of this study may be households. The 
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answers of the surveys have led me to believe, however, that there were some different 

interpretations of what a vecinos were between the communities, so I will rather stick with the 

original term. Just to reiterate how confusing this particular term could get in the topographic 

relations; the villagers of Aleas, in Guadalajara, claim to have 47 vecinos and a half.23 

I have also decided to refer to Saints using the Castilian names that they are given in the source; 

this is to avoid confusion with saints that might share name with others popular in other regions 

of the world. In this regard, the apostle James the Elder, the patron of the Hispanic Monarchy, for 

example, will be referred as Santiago or Santiago el Mayor, and Saint Sebastian will be referred as 

San Sebastián. This also would reinforce the fact that some of the saints have some regional 

interpretations that change the character of the figure from what it could be understood in other 

Catholic or Christian interpretations of the figure. As described, saints such as Santiago have a 

different appeal in the Iberian Peninsula, in this case associated with the Reconquista process, that 

differentiates it from more international interpretations of the character of the saint. 

 

  

                                                 
23 Juan Catalina García López, Antonio Ortiz García, Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara (Guadalajara: 
AACHE ediciones, 2002) CD-ROM, Aleas. 
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2. Saints set in stone. Saint worship and rural space 

I will start my analysis with the spatial side of things, the buildings dedicated to saints in the villages 

interviewed. For the 314 villages that have been worked on for this master thesis, there were a little 

over 900 churches and other buildings which had names dedicated to saints or other religious 

figures. The distribution of those was very irregular however, as it will be discussed in future 

sections of this thesis.  

I will start this chapter by briefly describing advocations and what they meant as hierophanies 

to the people of Early Modern Castile, then, I will discuss which saints were popular in terms of 

building dedications according to the topographic relations, which will allow me to start developing 

which functionalities these buildings were serving on the communities. Finally, I will move to a 

brief analysis of the geographical distribution of saints according to their advocations. 

2.1. What is an advocation? 

For the study of buildings associated to saints, I think it is worth mentioning the word itself that is 

often used to describe this particular relationship between the structure and the saint. The Castilians 

of the time use the word advocación, a word that had a shared meaning as the act of representing 

others in a court of law; this is a theme of saint worship that will be present across this paper, as it 

is very clear that the inhabitants often drew parallels between the way saints and legal 

representatives would operate. As such, the word itself seems to indicate partly what naming a 

building after a Saint was supposed to do; on one hand, it was a dedication of devotion, and, on 

the other, a way of seeking the protection or aid of said saint for the space designated.  

A very visual representation of this process of overlapping the idea of the lawyer and the saint 

protector is described by William A. Christian, when a monastery organized a ritual mock trial, with 

representatives from the community acting as saints and the virgin Mary in a trial against the Devil 

for the excommunication and expulsion of the locust from their fields.24 It seems that in the world 

of the ancient regime, where religion was such an intimate part of human life, as much of the 

supernatural would seep into the natural, and miracles and relics would happen all around, in the 

same way, reality permeated the supernatural, shaping it into a more familiar and comprehensive 

form. That is to say, saints pleading to God in their favor where indeed sometimes seen in a very 

similar vain to a local representative pleading for their community’s terrene rights to their king. 

The language that the interviewed men employ shows that indeed that was the case in plenty of 

occasions, the neighbors of Córceles, in the province of Guadalajara, just to name an example, 

mention how they have a festivity dedicated to Santa Quiteria because “Santa Quiteria is a lawyer 

                                                 
24 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 47. 
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against rabies”25, lawyer being also a common way in the topographic relations to refer to saints, 

especially when it comes to specialists saints, who had an associated evil they could ward against. 

This ties up very clearly with the practical functionalities that saint worship had for Early 

Modern Castilians, in the case of advocations, a church dedicated to a saint specialized in the 

protection of the fields would serve as a permanent compromise between the saint and the village. 

It is important to keep in mind that this was indeed a popular way of understanding at least part of 

the relationship between the Catholic population of Castile and the saints that they dedicated 

buildings and days to. This was not, however, the only way saints were perceived and presented in 

the topographic relations, as I will elaborate in the next sections of this thesis. 

The buildings that are discussed in the topographic relations are mainly churches, the vast 

majority of them ermitas. The second most numerous building being parish churches; it should be 

noted that sometimes the rural inhabitants describe one of their local churches as a parish church 

when in reality it was not. Since my thesis is more concerned about the perceptions and beliefs of 

the rural communities rather than the political distribution of parishes in central Castile, I, for the 

purpose of this study, will explore their religious world through their own descriptions of it, even 

if factually wrong according to the Church registries.  

The other main building that I have integrated into the study is hospitals. Many villages had one 

hospital, which, of course, was not a medical facility like we would understand it today, but rather, 

a house, often with little to no financing, designated to give help to the poor of necessity and 

travelers passing by the village, providing food, shelter, or medical assistance, depending on the 

resources of said hospital. Hospitals were often funded by cofradías in the village that hosted them, 

and, as such, often shared the advocation of the patron saint of the cofradía that built it.  

To a lesser extent, humilladeros, small shrines ranging from very small buildings to just a cross in 

a road side, have also been registered for the purpose of this paper, although the advocations of 

said places are not always stated in the relations. Chapels in churches dedicated to particular saints 

have also been taken into consideration whenever mentioned, but it should be considered that 

chapels were often private in this communities, built and financed by some particular wealthy 

patron, and as such, in some occasions, the interviewed do not mention the saint that the chapel is 

dedicated to, but rather, the family or individual that helped build it.  

In total, 268 parish churches and 577 ermitas are mentioned by the interviewed villages. The 

number of ermitas per village, when they are described, vary from a single ermita to 12 or 14, in 

the cases of Damiel, in the Province of Ciudad Real and Pareja, in Guadalajara. With an average of 

around 2,7 ermitas per village within the villages that declare having them. William A. Christian, in 

his study of the complete source, estimates around 2 ermitas per village when considering the 700+ 

                                                 
25 Juan Catalina García López, Antonio Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara 
(Guadalajara: AACHE ediciones, 2002) CD-ROM, Córceles. 
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villages that were surveyed in total.26 Most villages mention only one parish church, but there are a 

handful of exceptions, like the case of Peñalver, a village from the province of Guadalajara, that 

declares in the question regarding parish churches having two, one dedicated to Santa Eulalia and 

the other dedicated to Nuestra Señora de la Zarza (Our lady of the Bramble), according to them, 

an old templar temple.  

I have also registered for this study 32 hospitals, 21 chapels and 12 humilladeros. 

It should also be noted that some of the bigger cities interviewed in this project of the Hispanic 

Monarchy, namely for this study, Madrid and Guadalajara, gave very poor answers to most of the 

questions, and didn’t mention most churches or festivities within their jurisdiction. Madrid’s 

response to the survey is particularly poor, skipping most of the questions and responding to others 

very briefly. These population centers, that could have contributed many churches to the data base 

that I have based this study on in comparison to much less inhabited villages, actually did not 

contribute much at all. 

Of course, before continuing, it is relevant to ask what the importance of religious buildings in 

a religious society is, the way that these buildings where seen and the purposes they might have 

served. The buildings were designed to allow for the development of the rites and masses that 

articulated the religious life of the village, but there is more to it than that, and, I would argue, these 

buildings serve a fundamental purpose to fixate and make sense of the space that the village 

commanded.  

A story that the village of Villamayor de Calatrava provides in the topographic relations might 

serve to illuminate that aspect of the role of churches in the definition of space: they tell us how 

fourteen years ago, they used to have an ermita dedicated to San Benito (Saint Benedict) at the top 

of a hill, and said building was in ruins. Because the access to the ermita was not easy, the authorities 

of the village requested to make a new one to take its place in the hillside of the mountain, with 

easier access for the villagers, and so, the new ermita was made. When it was all said and done, 

however, the villagers resisted the change and not only kept the devotion to the original, out-of-

the-way ermita, but rebuilt it in stone. The new ermita, now without advocation, was raffled 

between three female saints, Santa Ana (Saint Anne) finally receiving the dedication of the new 

church.27  

Why where the villagers of Villamayor de Calatrava resistant to moving the ermita to a new and 

more convenient location?  

Convenience was indeed a concern, at least to some degree, as if it wasn’t so, no one would 

have proposed to move the sacred space from its original location in the first place. However, it 

could be assumed that after all was said and done both a sense of cultural and social tradition 

                                                 
26 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 14. 
27 Francisco Javier Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas de Felipe 
II. Volume II (Ciudad Real: Diputación de Ciudad Real, 2009) 1066-1067. 
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associated with the processions to this ermita and a sense of that space that the building occupied 

was already sacred, and needed to be payed attention, outweighed the benefits of a more accessible 

space of rite.  

This is very clear in the fact that a some of the ermitas described in the topographic relationships 

were funded in association with a miracle that designed a place as special in the landscape, this is 

especially true to ermitas dedicated to different aspects of the Virgin Mary after an apparition to a 

villager. There are multiple stories of miraculous apparitions described in the topographic relations; 

just to name a few: in the village of Cubas de la Sagra, in Madrid, the apparition of San Blas to a 

peasant prompted the construction of an ermita in the place where it took place.28 

In the village of Auñón, in Guadalajara, they tell us the story of an image of the virgin Mary that 

a shepherd found near a tree trunk on top of a hill. The villagers went to get the image in procession 

and moved it to an humilladero nearby. During the night, the image went back to the original place 

beside the tree trunk, the villagers went to fetch it again and moved it to the humilladero, this time 

leaving guards on duty to make sure that no one was moving the image, however, the image moved 

a second time to the original arbutus tree. After this miraculous sign was confirmed, the villagers 

decided to erect an ermita dedicated to Nuestra Señora del Madroñal (Our lady of the Arbutus) 

that could hold 400 vecinos, in a very bucolic location, surrounded by fruit trees and land that some 

people tended to. The men answering the questions go into more detail with the structure and 

surroundings of this ermita than usual in the source when describing churches, and they say that 

this ermita had great devotion associated to it, they even declared how the fruits from the trees 

near the ermita were “marvelous”.29 

The decision of the place where a church or ermita was to be built, then, sometimes came from 

the experience of a supernatural event that marked the space as a special place of connection 

between the sacred and the natural world. In a similar fashion, villages were often centered around 

a church, the sacred space that the building marked works as the foundation upon the community 

is built. As an example of this; the villagers of San Sebastián de los Reyes, in Madrid, describe the 

way in which their village was founded by some disgruntled peasants that fled from their lord and 

founded another community outside of his lands. The lord then organized an armed team and 

burned the newly built houses, and the peasants fled, seeking the protection of the king Ferdinand 

the Catholic, who was passing through the region at the time. They were given permission to fund 

a new settlement outside of the control of their old lord, and they established their community 

around an ermita to San Sebastián, naming the village after it.30 

                                                 
28 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid. Volume I, 285-286. 
29 Juan Catalina García López, Antonio Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara 
(Guadalajara: AACHE ediciones, 2002) CD-ROM, Auñón. 
30 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid. Volume II, 697. 
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So, ermitas, churches and other advocations served a fundamental functionality in regard to the 

identity and social cohesion of the village. As much as an advocation was a call for aid or protection 

for the village, it was also a way of giving sense and structure to the spatial dimension that the 

village occupied. Ermitas and humilladeros peppered the limits of their territories, and, in the center 

of most communities, stood a parish church dedicated to a particular saint.  

The case of the founders of San Sebastián, founding their village around an ermita to that saint 

and then naming their village after it is perhaps one of the clearest examples of how an advocation 

could help shape the identity of a village and make sense and give cohesion to the space it occupied.  

This even seem to have transcended a collective sense of identity, as it was no coincidence that 

the first man to be baptized in the newly founded village, who was still alive at the time of the 

topographic relations, was called Sebastián Perdiguero,31 a man which, the villagers tell us, was sixty 

six years of age and had never been ill, until three or four months before the relation was made, 

when he got sick. It seems to be implied that the protection of the saint from the moment that the 

village was built around its ermita extended both to the community, and to this individual who was 

named after him, as it is not fortuitous that they feel the need to indicate the healthy life he had 

lived, San Sebastián being a specialist saint against the plague. 

2.2. Saint dedications in the topographic relations 

Which saints where the most favored by the Castilian population interviewed by the topographic 

relationships of Philip II? There are 78 saints that have shrines, hospitals and churches dedicated 

to them in the area. Again, excluding the advocations to the different denominations of the Virgin 

Mary and Christ. Within these, there are clear favorites; mainly, San Sebastián has a total of 131 

buildings with advocations dedicated to him, a far cry from the second place, San Pedro (Saint 

Peter) who has a total of 36 buildings dedicated to him, or María Magdalena (Mary Magdalene), 

with 31 advocations. 

There are a number of saints that have between 30 and 10 advocations across the 300 villages; 

Santiago, San Andrés (Saint Andrew), San Bartolomé (Saint Bartholomew), San Roque (Saint 

Roch), San Juan (Saint John), San Juan Bautista (Saint John Baptist), Santa Ana (Saint Anna), San 

Miguel (Saint Michael), San Benito (Saint Benedict), Santa Catalina (Saint Catherine), Santa Quiteria 

(Saint Quiteria), San Antón (Saint Anthony) and Santo Domingo (Saint Dominic) making the list. 

After these, the rest have less than 10 advocations, with 32 saints only appearing once in the 

source as dedications to buildings. Considering that the saints with more than 10 advocations 

constitute roughly two thirds of the total advocations, I will focus my analysis on them. 

                                                 
31 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume II, 697-698. 
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It should be noted that the Virgin Mary was by far the most popular advocation, which shouldn’t 

surprise us much if we considered the way in which this buildings where often erected; as 

established, the apparition of a sacred figure in the natural world, or a divine sign of some kind that 

designated a particular space as special could trigger the construction of one of such buildings, and, 

in this moment and across Catholic history, the Virgin was the most popular protagonist of 

apparitions to Christians, as the topographic relations themselves attest to, as many of the 

miraculous apparitions described in the source relate to the Virgin Mary.  

Of course, the question of Catholic devotion to the Virgin is more complicated than just that, 

and the apparition of Mary to an individual was not the only reason why a building dedicated to 

her might have been erected. However, since this paper is mainly focused on saints, I will not 

explore in detail the devotion that Castilians had towards the Virgin Mary, a figure which, in my 

estimation, was in another level of worship in comparison to the other saints that we will be 

discussing in this thesis, as a figure much closer to God than any other. 

The popularity of Saint Sebastian is also significant; as a specialist saint with an attribution to 

being able to protect against the plague (plague in this particular case referring to a wide range of 

illnesses) it seems understandable that he would be very popular, considering that the topographic 

relations relate stories of village populations being decimated by a particular illness in their recent 

history.32 The saint was also very popular, as I will talk about in the next chapter, when it came to 

festivities.  

His popularity then comes from a very practical situation for this villages; communities at this 

point in time were particularly vulnerable to illness outbreaks, and they plagued the Iberian 

Peninsula across the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.33 As such, Sebastian being popular could 

bring to mind the often-quoted Marx statement that “Religious suffering is, at one and the same 

time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the 

oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the 

opium of the people.”34 The cult of Saint Sebastian reflects a threat very close to the Castilian rural 

communities of the time, one that many of them had experienced firsthand, and, even if they did 

not, one which danger was very real and palpable.  

Some of the buildings declared in the topographic relations where build as part of the decision 

to declare a festivity for a particular saint; as part of the “deal” between the rural community and 

the saint. The building of the sacred space was often seen as part of the penitence required to 

                                                 
32 There are several instances of villages referring to stories of dramatic decreases of population through the three 

regions, William A. Christian discusses this in his study of the source, with mentions of some of the cases: Christian, 
Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 41-42. 
33 Geoffrey Parker. Global Crisis: War, Climate Change and Catastrophe in the Seventeenth Century. (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2013).  
34 Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right, 1844, Extracted from: 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx_Critique_of_Hegels_Philosophy_of_Right.pdf 
[Last consulted 14-5-2019]. 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr/intro.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Marx_Critique_of_Hegels_Philosophy_of_Right.pdf
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obtain his favor,35 as such, the great number of festivities and the great number of advocations 

dedicated to San Sebastián could be a part of the same phenomenon. But this particular case is 

interesting, as it will be discussed in other chapters, since some of the other most popular saints in 

regard to festivities do not have nearly as many advocations dedicated to them. The cult of Saint 

Sebastian being older in the regions interviewed is one possible side of the explanation, but I would 

argue that the special character of the threat that illness presented to the Castilian people of the 

time is what made them build and maintain these buildings.  

It should also be noted that one of the other saints that had more than 10 advocations was San 

Blas, another saint said to be specialized in the protection against the plague, with 23 buildings. 

Table 1. Saints with 10 or more advocations in the topographic relations. I have marked 

specialist saints with an *. 

Saint Number of Advocations 

San Sebastián* 131 

San Pedro 36 

Santa María Magdalena 31 

San Bartolomé 27 

Santiago 27 

San Andrés 24 

San Roque* 23 

San Juan 19 

San Juan Bautista 19 

Santa Ana, mother of the Virgin 18 

San Cristóbal 18 

San Miguel 17 

San Benito 14 

Santa Catalina 12 

Santa Quiteria* 11 

San Antón* 11 

Santo Domingo 10 

 Source: Alfredo Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid. (Madrid: Consejería de cooperación 

de la Comunidad de Madrid, 1993), Francisco Javier Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en 

las Relaciones Topográficas de Felipe II (Ciudad Real: Diputación de Ciudad Real, 2009), Juan Catalina García López, 

Antonio Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara (Guadalajara: AACHE ediciones, 2002) 

CD-ROM. These three sources are the basis for all tables contained in this master thesis; for the sake of conciseness, 

from now on, the source of tables in this thesis will be referred as “the topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, 

Guadalajara and Ciudad Real”. 

                                                 
35 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Auñón. 
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As such, biblical figures in general seem to fill the ranks of the saints that received a moderate 

amount of advocations in the surveyed area. In fact, a good number of the eighteen saints that 

break the ten advocation mark are apostles; Santiago, Pedro, Bartolomé, Andrés and Juan. (We 

should take into consideration that in some occasions the interviewed didn’t specify if an 

advocation was dedicated to Santiago el Mayor, patron of Castile, or Santiago el Menor; for the 

purposes of this study I have consolidated all Santiago advocations without specifications to 

Santiago el Mayor). 

Part of the explanation of this has already been discussed by William A. Christian in his studies 

of local religion in Central Castile; the election of a saint to protect or aid was on occasion raffled 

between different saints;36 we find evidence of this in the sources, with the preferred method for 

this being lighting up several candles, each representing one of the possible saints that could be 

selected, and whichever candle lasted the longest determined which saint was selected; in this kind 

of raffle we often find that the saints that are represented in the candles follow a certain theme, 

either, for example, female saints,37 or, more commonly, the apostles.38 This could explain the 

importance of the apostles in the advocations of the area beyond the most obvious justification of 

their importance in Jesus story. 

This wouldn’t explain, however, the huge difference in advocations between the popular and 

the not-so-popular apostles, at least in terms of advocations; San Simón, for example, only had one 

registered advocation and San Judas didn’t get any. On top of that, if we go by the information 

provided in the topographic relations, although there is evidence that they, indeed, used this raffled 

system on occasion to decide the saints that they would dedicate a festivity or an advocation to, in 

most festivities and advocations, there is no reference to this kind of selection process, so it is hard 

to tell how extended this it was within the villages that answered the questionnaires.  

 What about local saints then? Getting into the source, I expected to find plenty of ermitas and 

churches dedicated to San Justo and San Pastor (Justus and Pastor), also known as the child saints, 

hispano-roman children martyrs executed by the roman Empire at the beginning of the fourth 

century for not renouncing Christianism. They were executed in the city of Complutum, later 

known as Alcalá de Henares, near the borders between Guadalajara and Madrid, and were 

consequently considered the patron saints of this town. Alcalá de Henares did not receive or answer 

the questionnaire of the topographic relations, but, being at the time an important hub of power 

from the Catholic church in the area, and home to one of the most prestigious universities at the 

time, the regional importance of Alcalá de Henares led me to believe that these saints would be 

part of the venerated saints in neighboring regions too.  

                                                 
36 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 64-68. 
37 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Valdeavellano. 
38 There are many examples, but just to name one: García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la 

provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Pareja. 
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That was, however, not the case; the Santos Justo y Pastor show up only three times as 

advocations, the three of them in the region of Madrid, in the villages of Perales del Río, Humarejos 

and Tielmes, these three populations, although still in the same general region, not really 

neighboring Alcalá. The saints have a link to the village of Tielmes, in that it was one of the 

supposed possible birth places of the children.  

Santiago does have a relationship with Iberia, being the apostle that supposedly brought 

Christianism to the peninsula. If we consider him a local saint, the only other saint with a similar 

association to the geographical area that has more than ten advocations is Santa Quiteria, a saint 

that does not have much information to her name but is assumed to have lived in roman Hispania. 

So, the fact of a saint being local in a geographical sense, that is, his life being associated to 

Iberia or these particular region of Central Castile in some way, didn’t seem to be a great concern 

when deciding which saints would be designated for a building.  

A similar pattern repeats itself within the saints with less than 10 advocations; many of the saints 

in this group are not related directly to the geographical location but there are some exceptions; 

San Julián, for example, has two advocations to his name, but they do not specify which saint they 

were referring too, considering that there were several San Julián canonized by the Catholic church 

by the time the topographic relations were made, one or both of these dedications could be in 

reference to San Julián de Toledo, a martyr-bishop saint from the seventh century associated to the 

same region of Central Castile than the surveyed villages. San Eugenio of Toledo is another 

example of a saint associated to this geographical area that has one advocation mentioned in the 

topographic relations. On the same page, saints like Santa Eulalia, also associated with Iberia, but 

not with the particular region interviewed also show up. 

These saints with Iberian origins are still the minority within these less popular (in terms of 

advocations) saints tough, so it does not seem like the surveyed villages prioritized native saints 

over any others in a significant way. 

The information provided in the topographic relations about why the different building 

dedications to saints were built and why they chose one saint over the other is very limited. Through 

the saints that they selected, however, considering the lack of specialist saints, which is in contrast 

with the tendency in the festivities, as we will see in the following chapter, it seems that material, 

practical reasons were not the main force behind the selection of a saint over the other. 

Advocations nevertheless had fundamental roles for the local community in terms of making sense 

and revalorizing the space that the village occupied. 
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2.3. Geographical distribution of the advocations 

Of the advocations registered for this paper, and through the three regions that I have considered 

for it, there were 240 advocations in Madrid, 288 in Ciudad Real and 383 in Guadalajara. Looking 

into the advocations through a geographical lens, some regional trends come up. 

It should be noted that, on occasion, some of this advocations are actually referring to the same 

building, but from the perspective of different rural communities, this is, for example, visible in 

the case of the ermita Rey de la Majestad (King of Majesty) in Guadalajara, which is referred to by 

5 villages, being in a very commanding position on top of a hill. For the purposes of this study 

these instances have been taken as separate. I have considered that even when referring at the same 

building, they still express advocations that affect the religious life of each community separately. 

Focusing again on the saints that have ten or more advocations and looking at how they were 

distributed between the three regions, it seems like some of them enjoyed a similar level of 

popularity in all the surveyed area. 

Here I will indicate the number of advocations for a saint in each region, and, in brackets, the 

percentage of advocations that that saint had over the total of its province, all things being equal, 

we would expect the percentages to be similar. San Sebastián has 40 (17%) advocations in Madrid, 

37 (13%) in Ciudad Real and 54 (14%) in Guadalajara. San Andrés has 8 (3%) in Madrid, 7 (2%) in 

Ciudad Real and 9 (2%) in Guadalajara. San Juan Bautista has 6 (2%) in Ciudad Real, 6 (2%) in 

Madrid and 7 (2%) in Guadalajara. 

However, very quickly some regional patters are noticeable, where specific saints are more 

popular in a region and almost absent in another. Guadalajara and Madrid, being neighbouring 

provinces, tend to maintain the same proportion of saint advocations, but Ciudad Real seems to 

have had different preferred saints than the northern regions. Of course, one should take into 

consideration that Ciudad Real had a somewhat shorter Catholic history than Guadalajara and 

Madrid (having been conquered by the Castilians around a hundred years later than its northern 

counterparts); so not only is there geographical distance between the two regions, but also a 

difference in the time the population had had to establish sacred rites and traditions. William A. 

Christian cites this as a factor of differentiation between the Catholic worship in the northern and 

southern parts of the surveyed Castilian area39. Looking at the data however, the amount of ermitas 

and other sacred buildings per population in Ciudad Real is as robust or more than in their northern 

counterparts and, even if some of the buildings were not that old, I do not think that would be a 

factor strong enough to dictate the differences in the preferred saints.  

Just to cite some examples of these regional differences; San Bartolomé has 13 (5%) advocations 

in Ciudad Real, 8 (2%) in Guadalajara and 6 (2%) in Madrid. Santiago also has 13 (5%) in Ciudad 

                                                 
39 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 37 
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Real, 8 (2%) in Guadalajara and 6 (3%) in Madrid. San Juan has 11 (4%) advocations in Ciudad 

Real, 6 (2%) in Guadalajara and only 2 (>1%) in Madrid. Maybe even more significantly, Santa 

Ana, the mother of the Virgin Mary, has 10 (3%) dedications in Ciudad Real, while only having 6 

(1%) in Guadalajara and 2 (>1%) in Madrid. 

None of these saints are particularly new in the Catholic arsenal of saints, all being fundamental 

biblical figures; particularly Santa Ana, who had plenty of devotees thanks to her direct relationship 

to the virgin Mary, so, the explanation of the hundred years in difference of Catholic tradition does 

not necessarily check out regarding the devotion to one group of saints or another. Regional trends 

and communication between villages and communities seems to me like a more likely explanation 

as to why there is disparity between the saints preferred in the north and in the south.  

On the other side of the coin, Saints such as San Pedro show up in 20 (5%) advocations in 

Guadalajara, 11 (5%) in Madrid, and only 5 (2%) in Ciudad Real or Santa María Magdalena, with 

16 (4%) advocations in Guadalajara, 11 (5%) in Madrid and 4 (1%) in Ciudad Real. 

Again, perhaps even more significantly, San Roque, a French saint that was said to be a protector 

against the plague, like the more popular San Sebastián, had a total of 20 (5%) advocations in 

Guadalajara, and only 2 (>1%) in Madrid and 1 (>1%) in Ciudad Real. 

William Christian mentions how it was estimated that the villagers that answered the questions 

omitted many ermitas from their populations; with only around 2/3 of the ermitas that peppered 

the Castilian landscape showing up in the document.40 So, there is definitely a significant margin of 

error in the numbers of the study, and this is something that should be kept in mind for most of 

the quantitative aspects of this study. Nevertheless, still considering this, the data provided seems 

to indicate that some saints were popular in the three regions, while others seem to be attached to 

particular areas.  

The rest of the saint advocations, with less than 10 dedications mentioned in the topographic 

relations, seem to usually be concentrated towards one area, however, due to the small sample size, 

it is hard to say if that is just a coincidence or a trend, also having exceptions such as San Vicente 

Mártir, with 2 advocations in Ciudad Real, 1 in Madrid and 1 in Guadalajara. Again, it is hard to 

say much about the distribution of these less-popular saints with such a small sample size, specially 

of course in the cases that only have one or two advocations. There are still some, however, where 

the number of advocations is large enough to assume that these saints had a sizeable influence a 

particular region, San Martín, with 6 in Guadalajara and 1 in Madrid, or San Lorenzo, with 4 

advocations in Guadalajara, absent in the other regions, could serve as such examples. 

So, looking at the data, the saints, according to their advocations could be broken down into 

three categories: 

-1. Saints that maintain roughly the same level of popularity in every region. 

                                                 
40 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 14. 
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-2. Saints that seem to possess a certain regional character, showing up either more often or 

only in one of the regions. 

-3. Saints with not many advocations or the advocations being spread apart to the point where 

the dedications being caused by contact with neighbouring communities is no longer a plausible 

explanation with the data available for this paper. 

So, according to this, there seems already to be some resistance to the notion that religion in 

Early Modern Castile was mainly articulated from the local element as there are at least two groups 

of saints that seem to defy this explanation, pointing at more overarching influences in the 

relationships between saints and rural communities.  

This will be, as stated in the introduction, developed further in comparison to festivities and 

relics in chapter 5, where I will address the issue of popular, local or regional identity. 
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3. Saints set in time. Religious festivities in the topographic relations 

Festivities, I would argue, also had similarities to relics and advocations as a form of hierophany, 

in this case, as a moment in time, a day, in which the influence of the saint made itself more evident. 

This is why it is common for the villagers of the topographic relations, when a catastrophe strikes 

the community on any particular day, to turn into the saint of the day for protection, sometimes 

seemingly taking the catastrophe as a sign or intervention of the saint itself.  

The village of Negredo, in Guadalajara, for example, declares having a festivity dedicated to San 

Benito because the village suffered hail storms for seven years, all falling in the day of San Benito.41 

It is curious that they would wait until the seventh year to notice and take action by dedicating the 

festivity to the saint, this festivity being the only one that the villagers of Negredo declared in the 

topographic relations. It could be speculated why they took so much time to commit to the festivity; 

maybe the fact that San Benito is not usually associated with hailstorms or the hail storms 

themselves not being too catastrophic for the village had something to do with it. In any case, they 

eventually recognized the influence of the saint in his dedicated day and decided to call him out for 

protection, taking the hailstorms as a sign that he was the one meant to protect the village from 

them. 

Almonacid de Zorita, in Guadalajara relates a curious story about how, in the day of San Blas, 

the doors of their church fell while the congregation was leaving the building after mass, 

miraculously not killing anyone.42 They took this as a sign of the saint protecting them from this 

accident and started to celebrate his festivity. So, not only did they interpret that fatal consequences 

for the accident had been prevented by a sacred figure’s intervention, but they assumed that the 

one that would have intervened for them would have been the saint of the day. 

The questions regarding festivities are perhaps the richest section of information that the 

interviewed rural inhabitants left in the topographic relations regarding the religious life of their 

communities. In the case of advocations, they often just mention the type of building and which 

saint was associated with it, and only on rare occasions, reveal why the building was constructed, 

what space it occupied or how the community made use of it. In the case of festivities, the question 

itself instigated more detailed answers.  

This is not to say that we can find all the information that was asked of local festivities in the 

source. As I already stated, the way in which rural communities answered the survey was very 

heterogeneous, and the question regarding festivities is no exception. The question explicitly asked 

about the festivities that the village had, why they had them, how old the festivity was and what 

                                                 
41 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Negredo. 
42 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Almonacid de 

Zorita. 
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they did to celebrate said festivity.43 More often than not, however, some of these questions were 

left unanswered. 

Still, there have been more than 1100 festivities registered for the purpose of this paper within 

the geographical confines of the study, and in plenty of occasions, all the information that was 

asked for is provided.  

What was, then, a religious festivity dedicated to a saint, and what did it entail for the people of 

rural Castile? William A. Christian, puts the emphasis of this behavior in the contractual nature of 

the relationship of the peasantry with the religious figures they dedicated days too; as it has already 

been discussed briefly in the chapter dedicated to advocations, in the same way that building and 

dedicating a church to a saint was seen as the establishment of the saint’s protection to the space 

it was constructed in, festivities were, in a sense, the side of the bargain that the peasants had to 

upheld if they were to obtain protection or some desired effect in a particular time.44 

This is, no doubt, an important part of what festivities were about for the rural populations 

interviewed, as was the case with advocations. Festivities were often declared in response or 

anticipation of a disaster, the most prevalent ones being the plague and the locust or other insects 

that could potentially destroy the agricultural yield of the community. The villagers would then 

dedicate a day to a saint as a way of asking him to intercede for them before God, and, as their part 

of the deal, they would do certain sacrifices in the designated date. As long as the peasants upheld 

their side of the deal, it would be expected that the saints would try to intercede for the community 

and stop whatever calamity they were trying to avoid.45 

This relationship between the communities and the saints, which could be described as 

contractual, seems apparent when considering the festivities that are declared to be celebrated 

because of a particular event that the rural inhabitants wanted to stop or avoid, but that is not the 

case for all the festivities declared. 

First off, there is a big group of festivities where the reason why they were established is either 

not mentioned or they explicitly say that they do not remember the original reason anymore. 

William A. Christian interprets, for these festivities, that the community might have forgotten what 

the reason for the festivity was, but they still gauged that there must have been a reason in the first 

place, and, breaking the relationship with the saint, stopping the festivity, might bring back 

whichever catastrophe their ancestors were trying to stop.46  

This indeed seems to be corroborated in the source itself in two regards; on one hand, in some 

occasions, the villagers had forgotten the reasons for a festivity, but they venture a guess anyways; 

the villagers of Calzada de Calatrava, in Ciudad Real, for example, didn’t remember the reasons 

                                                 
43 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I. XXVI-L 
44 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 39-47. 
45 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 75-82. 
46 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 75-82. 
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why the festivities to San Simón and San Judas where upheld, but they guessed that it might have 

been the plague, the locust or worms.47 Albaladejo, in Ciudad Real, celebrated the festivities of the 

conversion of San Pablo, Santiago and Santa Quiteria and the surveyed men speculated that the 

reasons for these festivities might have been to protect the community against rabies, the plague 

or locust48. This indicates that the villagers interpreted that there must have been a specific reason 

for the festivity, even if it had been forgotten.  

On the other hand, we have stories related about how certain villages stopped upholding a 

festivity, and, immediately after, catastrophe followed. This was often taken as a sign that they had 

lost a necessary protection, leading to the festivity being instituted again. In Cabezardos, Ciudad 

Real, they tell us about how, forty years before the survey, when the village stopped having a 

festivity to Santa Quiteria, a rabid wolf killed a young man and several cows. This was taking as a 

sign and the festivity was reinstituted. This event is described as a very traumatic experience for the 

community. The young man was attacked in front of his sister, and didn’t die because of the 

immediate attack, but rather, got ill with rabies, having to be chained up in his last days. The wolf 

met his demise, according to the villagers, in the hands of a cow that had just given birth to a calf, 

that killed it trying to defend its offspring when the wolf attacked.49  

It is unclear in the topographic relations if the villagers interpreted the rabid wolf’s attack as a 

punishment from Santa Quiteria, a punishment from God, or a result of the lack of protection that 

the village was experimenting now that the Saint was not looking over them. Whatever the case, 

they indeed interpreted that the festivity not being upheld was the reason why the wolf attacked. 

The episode was even more significant considering Santa Quiteria was considered a specialist saint 

against rabies. 

Another clear example of this behavior is found in the village of Yebra, in Guadalajara, which 

had a festivity dedicated to San Mauro (Saint Maur), being this village, also, the only one in the 

section of the topographic relations that has been studied for this paper where this saint had a 

festivity being celebrated. The villagers describe in graphic detail, another communal traumatic 

experience, this time regarding a plague of locust. They were told by their elders that the festivity 

to San Mauro was instituted in order to stop a terrible plague of locust, and, having done it, the 

plague stopped. Later, thirty years before the men answered the questions of the survey, they tell 

us, that either because of the sins of their community, or because of their failure at upholding the 

festivity, another terrible locust swarm hit the village. They describe peasants impotently watching 

as the insects cut and ate their crops in front of their eyes, eating at their clothes and breaking their 

leather wine holders, sneaking into their pots when cooking in such quantities that they rendered 

                                                 
47 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 296-297. 
48 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 20. 
49 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 261-262. 
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the food inedible. The crisis was averted by reinstating the festivity, causing the locust swarm to 

die.50  

So, William A. Christian’s interpretation is indeed very compelling, and these stories seem to 

support it; I do think that this relationship between the rural communities and saints existed and 

conditioned the way in which festivities were selected and preserved throughout the years. But it 

seems that there is a little bit more to the question than this contractual relation. 

A word that the surveyed rural inhabitants throw around in many occasions when they refer to 

the reason why a festivity was upheld is custom. Custom could potentially be argued to be almost 

interchangeable with those who answered that they did not remember the reason for the festivity, 

as, what they are both saying is that they do not recall the particulars of the festivity founding, but 

they still uphold it anyways. I would argue, however, that the use of the word custom indicates 

something than the other answer could not do as clearly, a more proactive element, the festivity 

itself becoming part of the group identity and tradition of the community, without the need of a 

threat that needed to be prevented. 

In any case, disasters were not the only reason why the rural communities dedicated festivities 

to saints and other religious figures; as an example, Arroba de los Montes and Villarta de San Juan, 

in Ciudad Real and Fuente del Fresno, in Madrid, all had a festivity dedicated to Nuestra Señora de 

la Paz (Our Lady of Peace) and, when asked in the survey about the reason, they simply state that 

it was for peace.51 Also, as we will explore further in this chapter, many villages declared having 

festivities dedicated to saints because of the devotion that the community had towards it, these 

types of relationships seem to breach this contractual nature of the relationship between the village 

and the saint. 

3.1. Saints in the festivities of the topographic relations 

So, all that being said. Which saints were the most popular when it came to festivities in the 

surveyed area? again, I will mainly focus in those which had 10 or more festivities to their names, 

as the sample size gives us a little bit more to say.  

  

                                                 
50 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Yebra. And Alvar 

Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 352. 
51 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 1140. 
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Table 2: number of festivities for each saint with 10 or more in the topographic relations. I have 

marked specialist saints with an *. 

Saint Festivities mentioned  

San Sebastián* 148 

San Gregorio* 114 

Santa Ana, mother of the Virgin 49 

San Roque* 48 

San Antón* 36 

Santa Águeda 36 

San Agustín* 28 

Santa Catalina 27 

San Pantaleón* 26 

San Benito 25 

San Blas* 21 

Santa Quiteria* 21 

San Miguel 20 

San Marcos Evangelista 15 

San Pedro 12 

Santa María Magdalena 11 

Santa Bárbara* 10 

San Jorge 10 

San Pablo 10 

Source: topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

Again, San Sebastián is no doubt the most popular saint in the area, although this time he has a 

closer match in San Gregorio (Saint Gregory), who also breaks the 100 festivities mark.  

San Sebastian maintains his prevalence in the rural religion of the area when it comes down to 

festivities, and, again, it seems like his role as a specialist saint against the plague is the main reason 

for his extraordinary popularity. 73 of his 148 festivities are declared to be maintained because of 

the plague, some others indicating the plague as a possible motive for the festivity, although the 

surveyed had forgotten the original reason. 

18 of the festivities are declared to be held in account to their devotion to the saint, in 

Almodóvar del Campo, in Ciudad Real they state that they hold the festivity with the devotion that 

all of Spain had towards this saint.52 Many of the villagers declared, as it is the usual in the answers 

                                                 
52 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 144-146. 
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to this question, not to remember the reason for the festivity, or neglected to mention it altogether. 

Finally, some other more specific reasons are also mentioned. The Village of Alhambra, in Ciudad 

Real, states that the festivity is celebrated because of a land sinking that took place in 1575, opening 

a lake and almost destroying the fields of the village.53 

Some others held the festivity because of their local churches or ermitas, as was the case, for 

example, of Los Pozuelos de Calatrava, in Ciudad Real, which declares that they held the festivity 

because it was the main advocation of the community (meaning, of the parish church).54 More 

about this particular aspect of the festivities, when they are declared in relation to advocations will 

be explored further in this chapter and chapter 5. 

Overall, however, the number of festivities declared to have been initiated because of the plague 

outweighs all the other reasons given, so the role of San Sebastián as a specialized saint seems very 

clear.  

The same could be said about San Gregorio. San Gregorio presented some challenges while 

recording the data for this paper since it seems that there were at least three different San Gregorios 

being represented in the topographic relations; on one hand, and probably the most popular, San 

Gregorio Nacianceno, a theologian and philosopher saint from fourth century Cappadocia. 

Secondly, San Gregorio Magno, Pope, also referred to as San Gregorio de Marzo. And finally, 

some possibly in reference to San Gregorio Ostiense, a saint from the eleventh century born and 

associated with the northern Iberian region of Navarra. 

These three saints get direct references to festivities declared towards them, but, on many 

occasions, the interviewed men declare having a festivity to San Gregorio, but not which one. 

William A. Christian also argues that the villagers seem to have a diffuse concept of which Gregorio 

was which, as the three of them end up fulfilling the same purpose of protecting against insects 

that threatened the fields of the community.55 As a result of this, I decided to group all of the 

festivities for the three San Gregorio, and those San Gregorio which do not have any specifications, 

into the same group.  

San Gregorio, in any case, follows a very similar trend to San Sebastián, with 62, more than half 

of the festivities, being declared to be motivated by different kinds of insects that affected the 

agricultural yield of Central Castile at the time; mainly, the locust, aphids (which they refer as 

escarabajuelos) and worms.  

So, specialist saints seem to dominate the festivities of the surveyed area. San Roque is a 

specialist against the plague, and 29 of his 48 festivities are declared to have been instituted because 

of the plague. San Agustín, the theologian, was associated with the locust and 13 of his 28 festivities 

were declared for this reason.  

                                                 
53 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 89. 
54 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 739-740. 
55 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 60-61. 
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San Antón, however, breaks the trend to a certain extent, he was also a specialist saint, associated 

with animals and certain diseases. Only 6 of his 36 festivities, however, are declared to have been 

initiated for the protection of livestock, and only 1 to prevent plague. 5 declare having the festivity 

out of the devotion of the village towards the saint and another 5 declare to celebrate the festivity 

as a custom of the village.  

San Antón’s role as a specialist saint is not as accentuated then, at least when it comes to the 

explanations that the villagers presented. One possibility here is that the festivities dedicated to San 

Antón were older, and, as such, the reasons for the festivities had been forgotten.  

When the rural inhabitants indicate when the festivities started, for the case of San Antón, they 

usually indicate that the festivity is old. However, this information is seldomly provided and, when 

they do, they almost always refer to festivities as antiguas, that is, old, which is not a very specific 

measurement of time. Nevertheless, in this regard, for the particular case of San Antón, it should 

be noted that the protection of livestock, which would be one of the aspects the saint specialized 

in, appears very rarely in the topographic relations, with just three other instances beyond the 6 

related to San Antón, so this is not a case of a new specialist saint stepping in and overriding the 

popularity of San Antón. 

So, even considering that San Antón does not seem to be operating as a specialist saint in his 

full capacity, as the percentage of his festivities that are declared to be held for his specialist 

protection is lower than in the cases of San Gregorio or San Sebastián, the list is still dominated by 

these types of specialist saints. San Sebastián, San Roque, San Pantaleón and San Benito being 

protectors against the plague and illness. San Gregorio, San Agustín specializing in the protection 

of the fields against locust and other insects. Santa Quiteria being a specialist against the rabies, as 

it has been stated, and San Antón a protector of animals. 

Santa Ana is the first saint on the list to not be a specialist saint per se. She is, of course, the 

mother of the virgin Mary, and this is no doubt part of her appeal as a source of protection for the 

local rural communities of the area. The reasons given for her festivities are varied, ranging from 

the usual, the plague, the locust or devotion, to protection against the tempest or, in the case of 

Almonacid de Zorita, in Guadalajara, explicitly because she is the mother of the Virgin Mary.56 

Both Santa Águeda and San Marcos Evangelista have very interesting implications in their 

popularity, as they seem to be strongly related to a particular region of the surveyed area, for 

different reasons. Santa Águeda was particularly popular in the Guadalajara region, 28 of her 36 

festivities being located there, 7 others in the neighboring region of Madrid.  

Marcos Evangelista shares a similar regional trend, but made even more explicit; of his 15 

festivities, 10 are in Madrid, 7 of them indicating that they upheld the festivity by association with 

the villa of Madrid, that is: the city of Madrid (legally considered a villa at the time) decided to start 

                                                 
56 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Zorita. 
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upholding the festivity of San Marcos Evangelista, and as part of the compromise between the 

community and the saint, all the villages under the administration of Madrid were pressed to also 

celebrate the festivity.  

To summarize then; the saints that have festivities dedicated to them in the topographic relations 

for the provinces of Guadalajara, Ciudad Real and Madrid can be classified roughly in three main 

groups; first, specialist saints, which seems to be the most popular group, headed by San Sebastián 

and San Gregorio, secondly, saints that seem to have a regional attachment to a certain portion of 

the surveyed area, with prime examples in Santa Águeda and San Marcos Evangelista, and finally, 

a third group of biblical figures. This is in contrast with the saints that were popular in the case of 

advocations, in which specialist saints were much less prevalent; this seems to indicate that, at least 

to a certain extent, advocations and festivities served different functions in terms of the religious 

life of the communities, as I would argue that the prevalence of specialist saints points towards an 

emphasis in the communities’ survival. There are still, however, saints which enjoyed great 

popularity but were not considered specialists, which will be discussed further in this chapter. 

3.2. Geographic distribution of saint festivities in the topographic relations 

So, before moving on to the analysis of the reasons the peasants gave for starting these festivities, 

or the way they celebrated them, which would help us get closer to understand the practical and 

social effects that the festivities served for these communities as part of their religious lives, I will, 

in the same vain as the last chapter, first explore how the festivities are distributed through the 

regions. This, in conjunction with the distribution of advocations and relics, might help in 

understanding the function that saint worship served in terms of popular, regional or local identity 

and mentalities. 

Again, it is to be expected that the saints could be separated roughly in three groups, in a similar 

way as I have done in the chapter regarding advocations; a group of saints generally popular in the 

three regions, a second group that has specific ties to a particular region of space, and, finally, a 

group of saints who only show up in disperse and scarce locations, indicating a possible strong 

local character or simply a lack of popularity. 

Of the 1115 festivities that I have registered for the purposes of this paper, some of which are 

dedicated to the Virgin Mary or Jesus Christ, 517 were celebrated in the province of Guadalajara, 

325 in Madrid and 273 in Ciudad Real, again, I will indicate now some of the percentages of 

advocations for each saint in relation to the total of advocations of each province.  

San Sebastián, as expected given the huge popularity that he enjoyed, is a good example of a 

saint that would roughly follow the pattern that we would expect of a saint that is popular to the 

same extent in the three regions, with 64 (12%) festivities in Guadalajara, 47 (14%) in Madrid and 

37 (14%) in Ciudad Real.  
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Santa Ana, with 24 (5%) festivities in Guadalajara, 13 (4%) in Madrid and 12 (4%) in Ciudad 

Real would also fit this description. San Gregorio, with 49 (15%) festivities in Madrid, 42 (8%) in 

Guadalajara and 23 (8%) in Ciudad Real presents a deviation from this pattern, as it shows that the 

saint was, in proportion, more popular in Madrid. However, given the amount of festivities 

dedicated to him, even though he seems to have been more prevalent in that particular region, he 

could still fit very well into the group of saints that enjoyed a great deal of fame across the three 

provinces. 

Then, I would argue, a list of saints that seem to have a strong regional connection, in the same 

vain as the advocations, can be pointed out; San Blas, for example, has 12 (2%) festivities dedicated 

to him in Guadalajara, 7 (2%) in Madrid, and only 2 (>1%) in Ciudad Real. Santa Águeda is perhaps 

the clearest example of a saint with a strong regional attachment, with 28 (5%) festivities in 

Guadalajara, 7 (2%) in Madrid and only 1 (>1%) in Ciudad Real.  

San Roque also shows a strong regional character to his festivities, as he has 40 (8%) festivities 

dedicated to him in Guadalajara and just 4 (1%) in both Madrid and Ciudad Real. Likewise, San 

Pantaleón, with 16 (5%) festivities in Madrid, 7 (1%) in Guadalajara and 3 (1%) in Ciudad Real, 

seems to have been more favored in the region of Madrid.  

San Marcos Evangelista is also a very clear example of this type of association between saints 

and regions in the festivities declared in the topographic relations, as the saint had 10 (3%) 

festivities declared in Madrid, while only having 1 (>1%) in Guadalajara and 4 (1%) in Ciudad Real. 

The case of Marcos Evangelista is explained in the source itself, as I have already explained, as the 

villa of Madrid decided to dedicate a festivity to this saint, asking all the villages under its 

administration to upheld it as well, and so, villages like Getafe, Leganés, Velilla de San Antonio or 

Perales del Río specifically indicate that they upheld this festivity by association to the villa of 

Madrid.  

Finally, in a similar vain to the advocations, there is a group of saints that either do not have 

enough festivities associated to them or the festivities are distributed in too erratic of a fashion to 

draw conclusions of their local or regional influences. 

Looking at the Table 3, when comparing the five most popular saints in each of the three 

regions, we can see that, of the five, three of the saints are shared between them; that being, San 

Sebastián, San Gregorio and Santa Ana; considering that the saints in the top 5 (which is, again, 

excluding festivities in reference to Jesus Christ or the Virgin Mary) encompass the majority of 

festivities overall, then it becomes apparent that these three saints enjoyed a wide spread popularity 

throughout the regions. 
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Table 3. Top 5 most popular saints by region and amount of festivities dedicated to them. 

Guadalajara Madrid Ciudad Real 

San Sebastián (64) San Gregorio (49) San Sebastián (37) 

San Gregorio (42) San Sebastián (47) San Gregorio (23) 

San Roque (40) San Pantaleón (16) Santa Ana (12) 

Santa Águeda (28) Santa Ana (13) San Antón (11) 

Santa Ana (24) San Marcos Evangelista (10) San Agustín (11) 

Source: Topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

To summarize, I would note that the data of the festivities indicates the existence of saints with 

strong regional connections as is the case of San Roque, Santa Águeda, San Pantaleón or San Antón 

and others that clearly transcend what could be considered local or regional culture. This seems to 

indicate, as I will explore further in chapter 5, the existence of regional identities being reinforced 

by these relationships with saints, alongside wider, overarching identities, that could be called 

popular or rural in saints that enjoyed great popularity in all regions. 

3.3. Why upheld a festivity? Reasons given in the topographic relations. Practical 
reasons 

The survey question regarding the reasons why the villagers upheld a festivity is directly related to 

the research question of this master thesis, that is, the roles of saint worship for the Early Modern 

Castilians of the topographic relations. I have decided to separate the reasons provided in two 

sections, more or less corresponding with the two aspects that I am exploring in this thesis; on one 

hand, practical reasons, and, on the other, “abstract” reasons, which will be discussed in the next 

chapter, and that have to do with questions regarding social cohesion, identity and tradition. 

It could be argued that all the functions that the festivities, advocations and relics that the rural 

communities of Castile fulfilled had served in some regards a practical function. That is, 

establishing a sense of identity or solidarity in the community is very much practical, and so were 

the potential moral or ethical lessons that could be learned from the stories of the saints.  

However, for this particular paper, I will consider as “practical” those changes that the 

populations of Central Castile were trying to enact in the material, physical world, which would 

encompass things such as trying to stop a swarm of locust from destroying the agricultural yield of 

the community or trying to prevent a fire from happening. 
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Table 4. Reasons given for the festivities in the topographic relations.  

Reasons given for a festivity Number of instances Percentage 

Does not specify 348 28% 

Plague 223 18% 

Devotion 162 13% 

Does not remember 99 8% 

Custom 82 6% 

Locust 75 6% 

By association 72 6% 

Escarabajuelo (Aphids) 46 3% 

Gusano (Worms) 28 2% 

Hailstorms 27 2% 

Draughts 18 1% 

Tempests 18 1% 

Frost 14 1% 

Death of livestock 8 >1% 

Rabies 7 >1% 

Protection of the fields 6 >1% 

Earthquakes 4 >1% 

Other 24 2% 

Total 1261 100% 

Source: Topographic Relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

It is important to note that the total number of reasons given is not the same as the number of 

festivities declared in the topographic relations, mainly because some festivities were given more 

than one reason. 

The categories that I have established for this section of the thesis, when collecting the data 

from the topographic relations, are based in the language used by the rural communities 

themselves; that is, the festivities associated with locust, escarabajuelo or gusano could have easily 

been unified under a more general category of protection of the agricultural yield of the community, 

or even protection against insects, as the three reference different types of pests that could cause 

great harm to the fields at the time. And, for the purpose of my analysis, I have treated them more 

or less as a group. However, since the rural communities seem to consider the difference between 

the three as important enough to explicitly declare which one they were trying to ward against, I 

kept it that way in the table too. On the same note, the fact that there were different specialist saints 

for each of these specific insects encouraged me to keep them separate. 



40 

So, going by these categories, based on the language that the interviewed men used in the 

topographic relations, locust, escarabajuelo, gusano, hailstorms, draughts, frost and the more 

generic “death of livestock” and “protection of the fields” could be generally grouped up as reasons 

that have to do with the preservation of the agricultural yield of the community. 

The difference between “does not remember” and “does not specify” has already been briefly 

discussed in previous chapters, and so has the difference between “does not remember” and 

“custom”, but, to summarize, if the peasants did not say anything about the reasons for a festivity, 

it would fall under “does not specify”; if they declare not to remember, it would fall under that 

category, and only when the rural inhabitants indicated explicitly that the reason for a festivity was 

custom has it been categorized as such for this study. 

The category “other” is a general umbrella under which I have classified more specific reasons 

given for a festivity, which did not fit in the other already established categories; mainly, festivities 

that were declared in relation to a miracle that was taken as a sign to initiate the festivities, and 

other reasons such as protection against fires or, very interestingly, as it has been mentioned before 

in this master thesis, for the peace of the people.  

Finally, I will briefly discuss the category “by association”; I have categorized under this the 

festivities where the reasons given for the festivity were in relation to either another element of the 

religious life of the community or another community, these festivities will be discussed further in 

the chapter regarding the abstract reasons given for festivities.  

Firstly, it becomes obvious looking at the gathered data that the plague, or illness in general, 

represented a big portion of the reasons why the people of Castile dedicated festivities to saints; I 

have already briefly touched on the subject of the plague, and the helpless situation that the 

peasantry of Early Modern Europe could suffer in the face of an outbreak in their communities.  

Several villages in the topographic relations relate to us stories of dramatic descents of 

population after a disease outbreak. The villagers of Sotoca, in Guadalajara, for example, indicate 

that there used to be around 60 vecinos living in the community, but now they are only around 40, 

with the rest being dead having God “given” diseases.57 

Even adding together all of the festivities that are dedicated to enacting some change or 

protection in the fields and agricultural yield of the community, the plague still seems to be the 

single issue that worried the communities of Central Castile the most. One interesting element of 

this is the fact that, as I have indicated before, the topographic relations, being a reflection only of 

the collective side of the religious life of Castilians, indicates in this regard that illnesses were seen 

as something that needed to be tackled as a community. This perhaps should not surprise us if we 

consider the contagious character of many diseases. 

                                                 
57 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Sotoca. 
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It is interesting to note that, as much as the rural communities of Central Castile break down 

the reasons for their festivities relating to their agricultural activities very exhaustibly, between 

hailstorms, locust swarms, aphids and other threats, they still always refer to illness (with the 

exception of rabies) as just plague. This of course seems to indicate to a certain extent the level of 

knowledge that the population of Castile had about the problems they faced when it came to their 

agricultural yield versus the illnesses that posed threats to their communities. So, plague was not 

only a problem that worried them to a great extent, but, also, a problem that they did not seem to 

understand in the same way they understood other threats to their survival. 

Independently of the particulars of the diseases that the early modern Castilians were trying to 

protect themselves from, what the source seems to tell us, I would argue, is that in one hand, the 

rural inhabitants of Castile wanted to prevent the plague to take hold of the community or to 

continue spreading within it. On the other, the act of declaring a festivity and the rituals that came 

with it could give the villages a sense of solidarity and community in the face of a potentially very 

traumatic experience.  

Very similar things can be said about all the categories that make references to the agricultural 

yield of the group, a factor that was of course fundamental to the survival and wellbeing of these 

rural communities. Hunger was an omnipresent influence in the Early Modern Castilian context, 

for Don Quixote, it was the best sauce of the world,58 and it was also one of the central themes of 

the celebrated life of Lazarillo de Tormes, a novel very much centred around hunger and the life 

of the destitute.59 

The locust is at the helm of the reasons given that relate to the agricultural activity of the 

community, with 75 festivities being declared to be upheld at least in part because of this reason. 

A very interesting article by Milagros León Vargas explores the phenomenon of the locust in the 

Andalusian fields during the Early Modern period, drawing some very thought-provoking 

conclusions. First calling into attention the fact that the locust has a particular character to it when 

it comes to insect plagues, as these swarms could be seen as precursors of not only famine, but 

also a subsequent plague, or as an omen to another catastrophes.60 The article also explores other 

religious methods that the rural communities of Castile used to confront these swarms that are not 

explicit in the topographic relations; mainly, exorcisms, which would relate the activity of the 

locusts to that of the devil.61 

A swarm of locust could then mean a lot of things for the rural Castilian population; it could 

mean that the sins of the community had provoked a divine punishment, it could be taken as an 

                                                 
58 Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, 1547-1616. Don Quixote. (Stockholm: Bonnier, 1918). 
59 Francisco Rico, 1942. Lazarillo De Tormes. 4.th ed. Vol. 6. (Barcelona: Planeta, 1983). 
60 Milagros León Vegas, La plaga con la que castiga Dios los pecados de los hombres. Langosta y campo andaluz en 
la Edad Moderna, Relaciones: estudios de historia y sociedad, Vol 33, N 129 (2012) 87-123. Extracted from: 
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=5333653 [Last consulted 25/3/2019] 
61 León Vegas, La plaga con la que castiga Dios los pecados de los hombres, 97-99. 
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omen or an attack on the community by nefarious influences. In any case it seems like in 

combination to a hands-on approach to the problem, trying to exterminate the insects physically, 

the rural communities understood that they also needed to confront the problem in the religious 

battlefield, with the use of processions, masses, exorcisms and, of course, declared festivities and 

compromises with saints. 

The answers of the topographic relations do not usually give us references to why the rural 

communities though that a certain catastrophe had happened, so there is no references of the locust 

being fuelled by a demonic influence, but we still find some references on occasion to elements 

that they thought could have caused the insect swarm to appear; I have already mentioned the 

example of the festivity of San Mauro, in Yebra, Guadalajara, where the rural community felt that 

a plague of locust had been triggered by them stopping to uphold the festivity to this saint, making 

them go back to the celebrations again.62 In the village of Alcolea de Calatrava, in Ciudad Real, the 

villagers tell us how they had a festivity to Santa Escolástica, which they celebrated with particular 

devotion. When a plague of locust rummaged through the area, their village was spared, and they 

thought that the reason for this was the devotion they had towards the saint.63 I think this case is 

particularly interesting because the villagers do not seem to think that the upholding of the festivity 

was what saved them, but rather, their special devotion and dedication to it. 

Staying within the festivities dedicated to the protection of the fields, in the village of Carabaña, 

in Madrid, they relate to us a very similar story, about how the neighbouring villages suffered from 

a hailstorm, but they did not receive any damage thanks to their devotion to the festivity of Santa 

Bárbara and her ermita.64 

The issue of devotion will be further explored in this chapter, but for now, I would note that it 

appears that devotion seems to enhance the effects of the protection that the saints could give in 

the eyes of the rural communities, or, maybe, although this is not explicitly mentioned in the source, 

that the protection could not be achieved without a very devote approach.  

I would argue that it is safe to assume that the approaches that the early modern rural 

communities had towards the locust were similar to their approach to other plagues of insects, and 

probably even to other physical phenomenon that could affect the agricultural yield of the 

community, which would include, as I mentioned before, for example, hailstorms and draught.  

These festivities seem nevertheless to fill a very similar role as those that were upheld to prevent 

plagues; that is; on one hand, to address the problem that was threatening the survival of the 

community, calling for divine aid. On the other, help the community find a sense of social cohesion 

and solidarity in the face of traumatic events. 

                                                 
62 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Yebra. 
63 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 47-48. 
64 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 236-237. 
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So, a big portion of the festivities declared in the topographic relations relate to either the 

protection of the fields and animals and the protection of the community from diseases. Two 

questions that had a very practical implications to the preservation of the lives of the members of 

these rural communities. 

So, in this regard, both of these reasons given to the festivities align very well with the approach 

that is highlighted in William A. Christian’s interpretation of the source; that is, the saints 

interpreted as lawyers, as protectors and intercessors for the communities to confront very practical 

problems,65 and, as a consequence, the festivities are seen in a way not too dissimilar to a contract 

that was to be upheld by both parts. The rural communities enacted the festivities to protect 

themselves from harm and maintained them because that was part of their compromise with the 

religious figure that had intervened for their protection. 

The same can be applied to reasons that were not as popular in the topographic relations, such 

as rabies or earthquakes (although it could be argued that rabies had a lot to do with both of these 

elements, since it could both cause death in the rural inhabitants and the animals they depended 

on to survive).  

But there is another aspect to these festivities (which also extends to the rest of the festivities, 

no matter the exact reason enunciated for them) that is implicit in the topographic relations itself, 

and one that, in my opinion, is also fundamental when it comes to the function that these festivities 

served for the rural communities. That is: the festivities helped the communities keep a record of 

the hardships they had experimented and, with them, to retain a sense of memory and history of 

their inhabitants. 

The topographic relations are in themselves an ode to the memory of these rural communities. 

The interviewed men gave several answers regarding the past of their villages; they were explicitly 

asked what the history of the founding of their communities was, and many of the villagers were 

able to provide answers, some more fantastical than others. However, I would argue, the question 

regarding the festivities that any community upholds is a much more complete record of the history 

of these villages. Many of the interviewed men do not recall exactly when the village was founded, 

or when it had been conquered by the Christians, but many, as my data shows, remember plagues, 

swarms of locusts, fires, earthquakes, miracles and other events that had triggered the community 

to celebrate a festivity. 

Indeed, I do not think the importance of this aspect should be understated, it is true that my 

category of festivities which reason was not remembered is the forth one in popularity, and that 

may seem to contradict this point, but, looking at all the data, the portion of festivities that fit this 

category is not that large (only 8% of the total, which is still, I will not deny, a sizeable portion, but 
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not by any means a dominant trend) and even when they do not remember, in many occasions, 

they are still able to venture a guess. 

So, I would argue, the festivities served the crucial purpose of ritualizing and preserving the 

memory of these villages, linking their history to their religious life. Which directly relates to the 

sense of identity and community of the Castilian rural space. The people of Castile, as any other 

group, no doubt had other methods to retain their memory other than through processions and 

masses, but nevertheless, this was one of the obtained values from the festivities. The people of 

Castile remembered their history and their hardships through them. In most occasions, they do not 

remember when the festivity was declared anymore, but they still remember the reasons for it. 

These were not however the sole reasons festivities were declared tough, as I have already 

mentioned, and, as clear as the intentions of the rural communities are when it comes to festivities 

that concerned disasters or threats to their lives, they become much more unclear when it comes 

to reasons that do not link the festivities to any kind of threat to the community. 

Before moving on to these other reasons, I would like to address the saints that the people of 

Castile chose for these “practical” festivities, as it will hopefully help me make a point in the next 

sub-chapter. 

Table 5. Most popular saints: “Practical reasons” (excluding festivities to Jesus or the Virgin 

Mary) I have marked specialist saints with *. 

Reason Given Most popular Second most popular Third most popular 

Plague San Sebastián* (73) San Roque* (29) Santa Ana (15) 

Locust San Gregorio* (26) San Agustín* (13) Other (1-2) 

Escarabajuelo  San Gregorio* (30) San Pantaleón* (7) Other (1) 

Gusano San Gregorio* (15) San Pantaleón* (4) Other (1) 

Hailstorm Santa Águeda and 

Santa Ana (4) 

Santa Bárbara* and 

San Benito (3) 

Other (1-2) 

Draughts Other (1)   

Tempest Santa Bárbara* (6) Santa Ana (2) Other (1) 

Frost San Miguel (3) San Jorge (2) Other (1) 

Death of Livestock San Antón* (5) Other (1)  

Rabies Santa Quiteria* (7)   

Field’s protection San Gregorio* (3) Other (1)  

Earthquakes Other (1)   

Source: topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

In this table I indicate how many times each of the three most popular saints were selected to 

defend the village for each one of the reasons that could be considered practical in the topographic 

relations; when I indicate “other” what I mean is that there are more than two saints that share the 
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same amount of mentions (the number or numbers indicated in brackets) so I can not indicate one 

or the other to be the most popular among them. 

It should be noted that in the case of the Plague, the only category which does not end in 

“other” after the 15 festivities dedicated to Santa Ana, the next saints in the popularity scale had 4 

festivities dedicated to them, and they were San Nicasio, San Pablo, Santa Catalina, San Abdón y 

Senen and San Benito. The rest having 3 or less festivities dedicated to them, so, even if there are 

saints with more than two festivities after the third most popular, the jump between the popular 

and the not-so popular is still significant. 

So, the specialist saints significantly dominate these categories, as it should be expected, As the 

understanding was that these saints would be the optimal ones to address these practical issues. In 

the next subchapter I will confront this tendency to that of festivities dedicated to what I have 

dubbed abstract reasons. 

3.4. Why upheld a festivity. Reasons given in the topographic relations. Emotion, 
identity and religion 

So, what about the other reasons given? William A. Christian in this regard refers to the reasons 

given to some of these festivities as a “vague sense of devotion”,66 and he is, indeed, right. It is 

hard to pinpoint what exactly the people of Central Castile meant when they said that the reason 

for a festivity was the devotion of their community to a particular saint, nevertheless, I will try to 

approach this subject, and some of the other more ambiguous reasons given in the source in this 

chapter. 

One of the first dictionaries of the Castilian language, the dictionary of authorities, elaborated 

between 1726 and 1739, defines devotion as the adoration, veneration and worship dedicated to 

God, the Virgin Mary and the saints.67 Of course, this does not necessarily mean that either this 

definition of devotion, elaborated 150 years after the topographic relations was shared by the 

contemporaries of this document, or that this definition, was what the rural communities 

understood by devotion, even if the elite culture of the time did share it. 

Nevertheless, what it does indicate, is that the word was related to a deeply emotional value, 

which is indeed vague and hard to define, but, in any case, seem to have meant something for the 

interviewed rural population, as they chose to highlight devotion as the reason for only some 

festivities while not mentioning it on others. 

So, to start off with, lets address the question that ended the last subchapter. Were the saints 

whose festivities were said to be upheld because of more abstract reasons also mainly specialists? 

                                                 
66 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 49. 
67 A digitalized version of this dictionary can be found in the web page of the Royal Academy of the Spanish 
Language (Real Academia de la Lengua Española, RAE), http://www.rae.es/recursos/diccionarios/diccionarios-
anteriores-1726-1996/diccionario-de-autoridades. [Last consulted 12/5/2019]. 

http://www.rae.es/recursos/diccionarios/diccionarios-anteriores-1726-1996/diccionario-de-autoridades
http://www.rae.es/recursos/diccionarios/diccionarios-anteriores-1726-1996/diccionario-de-autoridades
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Table 6. Most popular saints: “abstract reasons” (excluding Jesus and the Virgin Mary) I have 
indicated specialist saints with a *. 

Devotion Custom Does not remember By association 

San Sebastián* (18) San Sebastián* (11) San Sebastián* (11) San Sebastián* (10) 

Santa Ana (10) San Gregorio* (6) San Gregorio* (10) San Marcos (7) 

San Gregorio* (10) San Antón* (5) Santa Águeda (9) Santo Domingo (4) 

Santa Águeda (9) Santa Águeda (5) San Blas* (5) María Magdalena (3) 

Santa Catalina (9) San Jorge (4) Santa Catalina (4) Santa Catalina (3) 

Source: the topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

So, again, San Sebastián and San Gregorio command some of the categories, but, considering 

that San Sebastián had more than three times the amount of festivities declared to him than most 

other saints, with the exception of San Gregorio, who had at least double than most, their lead is 

not as impressive as it could have been. This contrast with the impressive lead that these specialist 

saints had to other saints in the festivities declared for practical reasons. 

 Additionally, the saints that are popular in each category now are much more spread out that 

they were in practical reasons, where only a couple of saints tended to monopolize most festivities. 

What these saints seem to indicate to me, is the fact that there is a disconnect between these 

festivities, declared for what I have dubbed abstract reasons, and those declared for practical 

reasons. The two seem to be operating under different criteria for the selection of saints, and so, I 

would argue, it is safe to assume that they might have served different purposes within these Early 

Modern villages. 

I will then, explore these purposes, starting with the most popular, and probably the most 

complicated to dissect, devotion. 

As I established in the previous subchapters, in many occasions, more than one reason was 

given to the celebration of a festivity; as we have already seen, this was also the case for the reason 

of devotion; the festivities of Santa Escolástica in Alcolea de Calatrava and Santa Bárbara in 

Carabaña added the fact that they celebrated the festivities out of the devotion that they felt for 

these figures on top of the practical reasons of preventing locust swarms and hailstorms, and the 

villagers of Alcolea de Calatrava specifically tough that it was their devotion to the saint what had 

protected them against the locust swarms that hindered other villages in the area.68 

On occasions, it should also be noted, the villagers mention that they celebrate the festivities 

because of their devotion at the beginning of their answer, as a blanket statement that would cover 

all of them, in addition to the other reasons the rural inhabitants mention. In these cases, it seems 

that devotion is just meant to mean a particular intensity in the realization of these festivities, calling 

into attention the emotion with which the rural communities upheld the festivities. In this regard, 

                                                 
68 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 47-48. And 
Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 236-237. 
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devotion could be argued to be a complement to the main reason for a festivity, an adjective more 

than a noun. In fact, in most cases, indeed, devotion is a motive given for a festivity in addition to 

another aim.  

This was not always the case tough, and on occasion, devotion is stated as the sole reason for a 

festivity being celebrated. The village of Carrión de Calatrava, in Ciudad Real, gives a fairly 

complete description of their seven festivities, stating the reasons for each one. When it comes to 

their festivity dedicated to Santa Ana, the motive the interviewed men gave was that the festivity 

was upheld because Ana was the mother of Our Lady and they had devotion towards her.69 In the 

village of Castellar de Santiago, also in Ciudad Real, they indicate that they have a festivity to San 

Sebastián because of a particular devotion that the vecinos had towards him.70 

Again, the most we can get out of some of these brief descriptions of the reason for a specific 

festivity is that there was a particular emotional link between the community and the saint, devotion 

is of course an emotional category; truth is, we may never know exactly what the people of early 

Modern Castile meant when they indicated that a festivity was dedicated to a saint because of their 

devotion towards him or her. 

For the purpose of this study, however, the exact nature of this emotion is not fundamental, as 

it nevertheless indicates that the emotion, whatever it might have been, was supposed to be shared 

by all the inhabitants of the village. That is, going back at the categories that I have been using for 

this paper, it served the purpose of giving both social cohesion and identity to the community, as 

they had a shared emotional link to a particular religious figure,  

On this regard, the village of Valdetorres, in Madrid, relates to us something relevant for the 

issue at hand; for one of their festivities, one regarding the festivity of the Ascension of Our Lady, 

they declared that the reason for it was that the village used to do a procession, and the religious 

vow for the festivity was declared afterwards so that no one would skip it.71  

So, these festivities seem to a certain extend to encompass an effort to include the totality of 

the community in the devotions of part of it. This is, again, a phenomenon that we will see more 

of in this chapter, when we approach the category I have dubbed as “by association”. 

The village of Fuenlabrada, in Madrid, has two festivities dedicated to two different San 

Gregorios, and both are declared to be held because of the devotion of the villagers towards the 

saint. One of the San Gregorios is stated to be San Gregorio Nacianceno, with a festivity in the 9th 

of May, the other unspecified San Gregorio is indicated to have his festivity and great devotion 

towards him because he appeared before a “lady of good life”, that is, a prostitute, in the local 

ermita to the same saint.72 

                                                 
69 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 345-346. 
70 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 356. 
71 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume II, 794. 
72 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 344. 
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Some of the other festivities declared because of devotion are associated with miracles like this 

one. In these cases, it seems like the festivity served both the purpose of responding to the divine 

sign of the miracle itself and, on the other hand, the function of allowing the villagers to remember 

and honour the event. There are some miracles described in the topographic relations; some in 

relation to the festivities, others in relation to particular ermitas. In any case, the festivities and 

advocations related to miracles tend to be described as objects of great devotion by the rural 

communities.  

 The fact that some festivities are said to be upheld because of devotion and others do not seems 

to indicate that the rural communities of Castile did not see all saints and all festivities in equal 

footing, which maybe is to be expected considering that festivities were declared for a wide range 

of different reasons and had different relations to the memories and identity of the communities. 

What the term of devotion also tells us, I would argue, is that the relationship of these villages 

with saints, went beyond just a pragmatical approach. They wanted the saints to intercede for them, 

and to protect them, but, on occasion, festivities are declared out of the emotional attachment of 

the villagers towards the figure, and, of course, even when they declare a festivity to prevent a 

disaster, they might still be calling for aid to a saint for which they already had an emotional 

attachment. The same process would of course also work the other way around, a saint that 

successfully protects a village against a threat, might become then a favoured saint for which the 

community feels a particular emotional link to. So, some festivities might have been 

recontextualized, from a request of practical protection to an expression of emotional attachment. 

The category of custom is not as abstract as devotion, I have already touched upon the subject 

of custom and, by extension, the festivities which reasons the rural inhabitants did not remember 

in the survey. The maintaining of religious bows because of tradition seems to point directly at the 

function that festivities might have served, as I pointed out in the last chapter, as retainers of the 

collective memory of the village.  

I have already presented the argument that William A. Christian puts forward in regard of these 

festivities, the villagers seem to be in some sense, afraid that if they stop upholding a festivity, 

whatever catastrophe their ancestors were trying to prevent would come back and strike the village 

again, so they opted to maintain old festivities just in case.73 And this is definitely true in some 

cases, some of which have already been mentioned in previous chapters.  

This does not necessarily mean that all the festivities that were maintained after the community 

had already forgotten the reason for its establishment were preserved for this reason. In fact, I 

would argue, there is a certain degree of confirmation bias in this assertion, as the information 

supporting this claim comes from festivities that were discontinued, then tragedy struck, and the 

rural communities interpreted that the superseded festivity was the reason for the tragedy, so they 

                                                 
73 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 75-82. 
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reinstituted it. However, there is no direct mentions that I could find in the festivities that are 

upheld because of custom were this sentiment, of the festivity being maintained just in case some 

material repercussions would follow if it was discontinued, is expressed. On the same page, stories 

that confirm the position also imply that, as those festivities were discontinued, many others must 

have been discontinued too, and we never heard of them because there was no catastrophe 

immediately after in the community, so they did not feel the need to go back to it. 

I would argue that, similarly to the case of devotion, there seems to be other emotional reasons 

why certain festivities were kept even after the communities had forgotten the reasons for them. 

Looking at the saints that are referenced in these categories might give an indication as to why 

certain saints would be treated in this way.  

Again, leaving aside San Sebastián and San Gregorio, whose sheer popularity above the other 

saints when it comes to festivities makes it not surprising that they dominate these categories, we 

have Santa Águeda and San Blas, saints that have a certain regional attachment, as we discussed in 

the subchapter 3.2. This would point, I would argue, to these festivities being linked to questions 

of identity and social cohesion over pragmatical protection.  

The other three saints, San Antón and Santa Catalina do not seem to have a particular regional 

attachment, and so does San Jorge, although I would argue, that only with 10 festivities dedicated 

to him, in comparison to the 36 of San Antón and 27 of Santa Catalina, there is not much 

information to go off on for him. 

On San Antón and Santa Catalina, what is interesting I would argue is the fact that, even while 

being specialist saints (in the case of Catalina, potentially a specialist saint, as there are several 

Catalinas they could be referring to), a pretty small percentage of their festivities seems to have 

been declared for the reasons they specialize in protecting against; which would be, the protection 

of animals for San Antón and the protection against the plague or disease for Santa Catalina; what 

this seems to indicate to me, considering that they have many festivities declared as custom or with 

no remembered reasons, that these saints might have been specialist saints more popular in the 

past, where they would have been used primarily for their supposed area of expertise, like we see 

with San Sebastián,  San Gregorio or Santa Quiteria. At the time that the topographic relations 

were made, however, they had lost some popularity as specialists, but some of their festivities lived 

on recontextualized in custom and tradition.  

So, this reinforces how a festivity could very well change in meaning and function for the village, 

if this interpretation of custom is correct; these were festivities that indeed might have served a 

practical purpose in the past, but, as time went by, the meaning and context changed, the festivity 

became part, I would argue, of the identity and tradition of the village, and the relationship between 

the villagers and the saint was transformed from a more pragmatic, contractual approach to other 

of emotional attachment. 
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Finally, I will address the festivities that were declared for issues that I have classified as “by 

association”. The 72 festivities that I have noted as “by association” can be broken down as such: 

Table 7. Explicit associations of festivities in the topographic relations. 

Festivity declared in association to: Number of festivities Percentage 

Local Church/Ermita 36 45% 

Another Village or town 19 24% 

Local Cofradía 14 17% 

Local Relic 5 6% 

Other 6 8% 

TOTAL 80 100% 

Source: the topographic relations of Philip II 

Again, I will note that every single festivity might have been given more than one answer 

regarding these categories, so the numbers of this table do not correspond exactly with the number 

of festivities that I have classified as “by association”. The village of Santa Cruz de Mudela, in 

Ciudad Real, for example, has a festivity to San Sebastián that they declare having because of both 

a local church and a cofradía dedicated to the saint in the village.74 

Again, in the category of “other” I have included some responses that did not fit the other 

categories perfectly and did not have enough examples to justify having their own section, such as: 

villages with festivities to a saint in association to the name of the village, in association to nearby 

monasteries or in association to another saint. 

There are several things to note here, which reference different aspects of the rural religiosity 

that I have so far discussed in the thesis. 

Starting with the most prevalent association, that of a saint being selected for a festivity because 

there is a local parish church or ermita dedicated to that saint; this coincides with the interpretation 

of William A. Christian of the source, as it does indicate a level of local influence when deciding 

festivities for these villages.75  

Something very similar could be said about the festivities said to be dedicated to local relics, 

although, with only 5 examples present in the section of the source I have worked with, the 

numbers are starting to get too small to really draw any real conclusions. It should however also be 

noted that only 44 questionnaires of the 314 I have looked into mention any relics, so, the number 

is not as insignificant as it might appear at first glance.  

More will be said about the issue of local churches and local relics in chapter 5 of this master 

thesis, when we contrast the information provided for festivities, advocations and relics.  

                                                 
74 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 844. 
75 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 34-38. 
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The festivities initiated partly because of the influence of local cofradías are very interesting; on 

one hand, they, in the same way as the festivities in reference to local churches and local relics, 

indicate a certain attachment to local elements when deciding the saint to select for a festivity, on 

the other, they also show to a degree the fact that festivities were sometimes meant to include the 

community as a whole in the religious activity of some of its members, taking the somewhat private 

devotion of some of the vecinos and turning it into a general communal effort. 

In the village of Cañizar, in Guadalajara, they tell us how the village has a festivity to San 

Sebastián because of a cofradía that upholds it, and how the majority of the vecinos belong to this 

cofradía.76 So, it seems that there was an effort to include those few that did not belong to the 

cofradía in the devotional act. Something similar happens in the village of San Agustín de Guadalix, 

in Madrid, where the cofradía of the Blood of Christ, that included the majority of vecinos, used 

to do a procession to the ermita of San Sebastián every Holy Thursday, and that moved the village 

to declare a festivity to San Sebastián.77 

The cofradías mentioned in the topographic relations seem to not always have contained most 

of the villagers of each community, and not all villages seem to have had this type of lay 

associations. Others had more than one. In any case, when they are present and mentioned in the 

topographic relations, they seem to shape the religious customs of the communities to a certain 

extent. In the village of Cobeña, in Madrid, they describe the festivity to the Corpus Christi, 

associated there to a cofradía of the Blessed Sacrament, with indulgences obtained from the Pope 

by request of the village authorities. A festivity celebrated and organized by the village regidores 

and authorities and the cofradía, with religious theatrical representations, dances and “other 

festivities and delights”.78 

So, the influence of cofradías is again another argument for a strong local element dictating the 

structure of the religious life of the communities of rural Central Castile.  

The question, however, does not seem to be as simple, as the other category that I have yet to 

talk about appears to indicate; the festivities dedicated in relation to other villages actually indicate 

the contrary, the fact that there was plenty of connection between different rural communities in 

central Castile, and that the relations between different villages seem to have shaped their religious 

customs. The local element is indeed undeniable, but, I would argue, some other overarching 

influences from an ampler rural landscape are also very much present in the source. 

I have already mentioned the festivities associated to San Marcos Evangelista in the villa of 

Madrid and the villages under its jurisdiction, likewise, the village of Valdearenas, in Guadalajara, 

declares to have a festivity to San Agustín and another to the Cross of May because it is the religious 

                                                 
76 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Cañizar. 
77 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume II, 686. 
78 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 257-258. 
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vote of Hita and its land,79 this village being subservient legally to the village of Hita, they upheld 

some of the same festivities. Similarly, Carabanchel de Arriba, in Madrid, declares having two 

festivities to the conception and San Agustín, which were celebrated because they were upheld in 

the villa of Madrid.80 

 And this was not limited to villages declaring festivities in relation to other rural communities 

which had political or cultural links to them, it also extends to festivities declared to reflect 

movements of people from different communities within the rural landscape of Central Castile. 

The villagers of Argamasilla del Alba, in Ciudad Real, declared having a festivity dedicated to 

San Sebastian because of a nearby village, Santa María del Alba. Most vecinos used to live in this 

other village, which had a church dedicated to San Sebastián, before a plague swept the community, 

killing many and finally depopulating the village. The villagers kept a festivity to San Sebastián in 

relation to this shift from one population to another, even though the illness continued to plague 

the community, and they had the custom of doing a procession to the old church of San Sebastián 

(now an ermita, since the old village was no longer there), where one person of each house in the 

village was supposed to go.81 

In Perales del Río, in Madrid, most villagers came originally from the village of Getafe, and they 

maintained a festivity to Santa María Magdalena and another to San Gregorio because they were 

religious vows of this other town of Getafe.82 Similarly, in Villamanrique del Tajo, Madrid, the 

villagers declare having a festivity to San Sebastián that was declared by the founders of the 

community, that came from the villas of Pozuelo and Chinchón.83 

I would argue that this shows, again, the function that festivities served to the rural communities 

of Central Castile as a mean to retain the memory of the villages, help to define their identity and 

aid in motivating a sense of community and solidarity between the villagers. The villagers of new 

founding’s and migrants from other communities retained the festivities of their old villages as a 

way of both maintaining a link to the original village they came from and to maintain the memory 

of the migration, as the interviewed men point out the origins of their festivities. In this sense, the 

fact that they would choose to continue the festivities as a mean to preserve this memory seems to 

indicate that indeed, these festivities were linked to the identity of the villagers. The case of 

Argamasilla del Alba could be illuminating as the fact that illness had decimated the population of 

the old village, seeming to indicate that the festivity had been ineffective in preventing the damage, 

but they kept it anyways, and, in adding the procession to the old ermita, now farther away from 

                                                 
79 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Valdearenas. 
80 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 228. 
81 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 195-196. 
82 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume II, 564-565. 
83 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume II, 854. 
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the village than before, it seems that they did not only kept the festivity, but actually reinforced its 

importance. 

This comes in combination with the fact that many of the questionnaires reference festivities in 

which the villagers from the community moved to another one to have a mass in their church, or 

where they would receive people from neighbouring villages that wanted to participate in the 

festivities. So, there seems to be a push for contact between different villages sharing each other’s 

religious time and customs. Which I would argue shows that the constraints of festivities as a mean 

of defining the groups identity and memory went further than the limits of one’s own local village. 

What this sub chapter shows, I would hope, is the fact that the reasons behind festivities were 

clearly beyond simply pragmatic reasons, although those are the most observable ones, and that 

there are some things that can be said about the other emotional and more abstract links between 

the rural population of Central Castile and saints. 

3.5. What to do in a festivity? Rituals in the festivities of the topographic relations 

So, having discussed which saints the people of Central Castile selected for their festivities, and 

why did they selected them, I will now move on to discuss, as the final note in the festivities of the 

topographic relations, what the rural communities of Guadalajara, Madrid and Ciudad Real did 

when the day of the festivity arrived as part of their religious vow and what this would mean for 

the functionality of festivities in the area as a whole. 

The surveyed men were fairly inconsistent in providing the information regarding the exact 

rituals that they enacted for their festivities, and they were much better at providing reliably the 

reasons why they had declared them in the first place, as such, the information for this section in 

terms of numbers is smaller, and, as consequence, so is the margin of error when referring to the 

quantitative side of things. 

I would roughly classify the rituals indicated in the topographic relations in three main groups; 

ones where the emphasis is in the penitential and sacrificial aspect of the ritual, such as refraining 

from eating meat, fasting, vigil or refraining from working that day. Others in which the penitential 

aspect is still present, but is not necessarily central to the rite, where other aspects, such as 

community building and solidarity seem more important, such as caridades, masses or processions. 

And a third group where the penitential aspect is not as clear, where I would position, for example, 

bullfighting spectacles or dances. 

 The concept of penitence had been very contentious during the Protestant reformation, and in 

Trent, the Catholic church reaffirmed the role of penitence in the reconciliation with the church 

and the forgiveness of sins. Penitence usually being understood as both medicine and punishment 
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from the perpetration of sins.84 In this regard, the festivities with sacrificial acts such as fasting or 

refraining from working served as a medicine and punishment for the collective sins of the 

community. 

There does not seem to be a strict correlation between the penitence chosen for a particular 

festivity and the reasons given for upholding it, although, again, the data in the side of the penitence 

is very incomplete. This I would argue is interesting from the perspective that it shows these rituals 

of collective penitence from both angles; when the people of Central Castile took part in this 

sacrificial acts with their communities in the face of a disaster, they had often understood that the 

disaster took place as a reaction of their sins, as we discussed in previous sections of this master 

thesis; in this case, the penitence is very much acting like the medicine that is supposed to 

collectively confront the problem and reconcile the community with God and the Church. But 

what happened when the villages of Castile upheld rituals of a penitential nature for festivities that 

are declared to be for custom, devotion or where the original reasons had been forgotten? This, I 

would argue, shows that the villagers indulged in these acts of penitence not only in the context of 

asking for forgiveness in the face of a divine punishment, but as a way to reconciliate the village 

with itself, God and the Church, natural disaster or not.  

Many of the more penitential rituals that the people of Castile took part in were meant to be 

respected on an individual level; that is, not eating meat was something that each individual of the 

community was meant to do in their own house, with punishments to those who were not able to 

uphold it, such as the case of Portazguero, in the introduction of this thesis. Some others however 

had the additional character of being activities meant to be taken as a group, which would not only 

serve the purpose of enacting a religious penitence, but also to contextualize the people of the 

community within it and strengthen bonds of solidarity between its members in the face of 

catastrophes or tradition. 

An interesting element of the rituals that the Castilians took part in in their festivities are the 

caridades and the bullfighting spectacles. A caridad was a religious activity in which the faithful 

would gather after mass to share food and drinks between them, travellers and the poor of 

necessity. They seem to have been a relatively popular activity for the villages in the surveyed area, 

and it is mentioned as part of around 100 different festivities. Several villages mention, however, 

how the religious authorities had been pushing them to change this custom for others and many 

had been recently discontinued. Usually they were substituted by simply giving alms to the poor, 

or, in some cases. discontinuing the festivity completely. 

One of such examples is the village of Torrenueva, in Ciudad Real, which relates first how the 

caridad was organized, with each vecinos paying a celemín for each twelve fanegas (old Castilian units 

of measurement), and the vecinos which did not cultivate their own fields paying in cash with a 

                                                 
84 Álvaro Larraín Fierro, “La dimensión escatológica del sacramento de la penitencia”, Cuadernos de Teología, Vol: 1, N: 
2 (2009), extracted from: https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=6052049 

https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=6052049
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real, minors and widows with half a real. The money and bread were then used to give rations of 

cow meat and baked bread to the children of the village in the day of Santiago. They also declare 

having other festivities were chickpeas and wine were given out. Some inspectors from the order 

of Santiago had visited the village in 1574, the year before the survey was answered by the village 

and had told them to stop giving the caridad to the children in the day of Santiago.85 

There are some other examples of caridades being discontinued, such as a festivity to San 

Sebastián, in Almonazid de Zorita, Guadalajara, where they declare that they used to give caridades, 

but not anymore,86 or a festivity to San Simón, in Villanueva de los Infantes, Ciudad Real, were 

they declared that they used to give caridades, but now they give alms in the festivity.87 

Similarly, bullfighting spectacles are only mentioned on a couple of occasions through the 

section of the topographic relations that this thesis covers, but it is usually mentioned that the 

religious authorities wanted the populations to stop having bullfighting spectacles in the festivities. 

The village of Auñón, in Guadalajara, declares that they used to have bullfighting for some of 

their festivities,88 in the village of Alhambra, in Ciudad Real, they declare that they used to kill a 

bull and give him in caridad afterwards.89 In the village of Fuentelaencina, Guadalajara, they declare 

that they had been having bullfighting spectacles for their festivities of Santa Ana and San Agustín 

“when they have been allowed”.90 

It seems then, that both caridades and bullfighting were traditionally a part of many festivities 

in the area surveyed by the topographic relations (at least caridades, bullfighting is not mentioned 

many times in the source) but now were being pushed out by religious authorities across the three 

regions in exchange of other rituals. Now, one of the reasons why the religious authorities might 

have been interested in shifting the attention away from these kinds of activities for religious 

festivities was the fact that, while both these activities were to a degree penitential, since the village 

had to sacrifice part of its resources to do them, the celebratory aspect of these activities was also 

very clear.  

There is an additional dimension in the question of charities, in that they involved the sharing 

of food in a collective display. Food and its consumption have been argued to have been an 

important element in establishing and reinforcing social boundaries in Early Modern Castile, which 

foods you consumed and in which company determining the limits between different strata of the 

society.91 In this sense, these communal banquets, that included all the local community, from 

                                                 
85 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II. 1013-1014. 
86 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Almonacid de 

Zorita. 
87 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 1081. 
88 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Auñón. 
89 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 89-90. 
90 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Fuentelaencina. 
91 Jodi Campbell, At the first table: food and Social Identity in Early Modern Spain, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2017), 175-178. 
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hidalgos to pecheros and even travellers and beggars could have been seen as the authorities as a 

transgression of the pretended social order, and, on the other hand, might have encouraged a sense 

of transversal local identity. It should be noted however that the importance of food as a social 

marker has been discussed more in the urban and courtesan context, so, its dynamic in the rural 

setting might have been different.  

There is a similar argument to be made in the role of processions, another of the very popular 

rituals which the villages of Central Castile took part in during their festivities. Processions have 

been discussed fairly commonly throughout the years in historiography, often focusing in the urban 

setting or in displays of power of kings and nobility. Traditionally one of the focal points of the 

interpretations of the role of processions was how they were used as a ritualization of the societal 

structure, with different groups of people taking part of the ritual at different positions of the 

procession.92 

The descriptions of the processions that took place in the festivities declared in the topographic 

relationships are not very detailed, so, it is not stated if different groups, such as hidalgos, occupied 

different positions while the villagers marched. Nevertheless, considering that this was very 

prominent in urban processions, this is a possibility.  

As a whole, what these rituals would do for the communities of Central Castile is to reinforce 

the solidarity of the group, by including the whole village in a collective sacrifice in the face of 

danger or in a display of devotion. So, the rituals themselves became fundamental in establishing a 

sense of local identity and community. This would not have stopped at the local level however, as 

events such as caridades or processions often included travellers and villagers from neighbouring 

communities, which joined the festivities, which, I would argue, would contribute to create some 

sense of identity and cohesion that transcended the borders of the local village. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
92 Herman C. Du Toit, Pageants and processions: images and idiom as spectacle. (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2009) 
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4. Saints set in flesh. Relics in the topographic relations 

Much has been said throughout the years about relics, what they are and what they meant for the 

Christians of the medieval and Early Modern Period. Relics are the prime examples of a 

hierophany, manifestations of the sacred in the natural, and they had a significant importance in 

the religious structure of the Catholic Church in the time period that pertains to this study. 

As I have mentioned in the last chapter, only 44 of the villages that I have dealt with for this 

study mention having relics, although it should be noted that a couple of villages, when asked, said 

that they had no relic other than the holy sacrament, the most important of all. As curious as this 

answer is, as it seems to indicate that there was a sentiment in some of the rural communities at 

the time of relics not being very central to the Catholic tradition, I have not included these 

references in the category of relics for the purpose of my study, which only includes bones, 

fragments of objects related to Christ or saints, and images and crosses associated with miracles 

and taken by the rural communities as relics. 

It should be noted that there seems to have been a considerable influx of new relics to the region 

around the time when the topographic relations where made. One possible explanation for the 

seemingly recent import of more relics to the area could be that the relatively recent excision of 

the Protestant Churches had made religious exiles and authorities gather relics from formerly 

Catholic nations to preserve them in the face of potential iconoclasm. Some of the villages of the 

topographic relations report receiving boxes with a multitude of relics from different priests not 

long before the surveys were answered. 

In the village of Alcocer, Guadalajara, they tell us about how they have a silver box with relics 

that had been donated to the village’s church by the Cardinal Gil de Albornoz, with many relics, 

of which they only mention a piece of the cross and a spine of the crown of Christ.93 In the village 

of Tendilla, they had an impressive collection of relics, donated by a Franciscan called Juan Baptista, 

a natural of the village; they had more than forty relics in their community of around 700 vecinos, 

which included bones from Santa Polonia, Santa Úrsula, Santa Catalina or San Jerónimo, and a 

piece of the habit of San Francisco. On top of this impressive collection, they declare that a 

monastery dedicated to Santa Ana, near the community, also received a collection of relics brought 

by a man called Tomás López, which received them from the Pope.94 

It seems, I would argue, that some of these villages that had recently received large amounts of 

relics in their communities had not integrated them fully into their religious life, as the descriptions 

of the items seem pretty matter of fact. In the village of Illana, in Guadalajara, for example, they 

also had a really impressive number of relics, which they proceed to enumerate, divided in different 

                                                 
93 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Alcocer. 
94 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Tendilla. 
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groups as they were distributed in their local church, they declare, however, that some relics had 

their names indicated in a foreign language, so they did not know what they were.95 

A similar story is told in the village of Arganda, in Madrid, where they declare having a total of 

18 relics in their local parish church, of which they could only read six; bones of Santa Constancia, 

Santa Perpetua, Santa Dorotea, San Bartolomé, San Constantino and San Antonio, the others being 

written in French. All of them donated by Bartolomé de la Higuera, natural of the village.96 

The village of Almodóvar del Campo is one of the examples in which one of these villages that 

obtained great amounts of relics around the time of the topographic relations declares using all of 

them for their religious customs; the village received a box with three keys filled with relics from a 

multitude of saints donated by a priest natural to the village, called Juan Fernández, who had been 

martyrized in the rebellion of Alpujarras. They declare having great veneration towards the relics 

and that they took them out in the Corpus Christi procession, along with other “principal days”.97 

Overall, however, it seems that the relics introduced either did not have the time to integrate 

fully into the rituals of the communities yet, or they were too many relics for the ritual needs of the 

villages. I would argue that the fact that some of the villagers did not seem to know exactly which 

relics they had in their local churches illustrates that fact. It should also be considered that, in these 

cases, since the relics were all gathered in a reliquary box, they had been recontextualized in the 

sense that the reliquary itself might have become the object of veneration above the individual 

relics contained inside.  

Other than these particular cases where large sums of relics had been obtained by a village in a 

short amount of time, the answers regarding relics on the other villages that had them are relatively 

rich in descriptions about how the villagers used them or how they come to adopt them as objects 

of special importance for their communities. 

In Campo de Criptana, Ciudad Real, for example, they had a Golden Cross with a piece of the 

cross of Christ, and they used it to prevent hailstorms, by bringing the cross out of the church 

when they suspected a storm might be coming. They claimed that it was an object of great 

veneration and devotion, since it seemed infallible in stopping these hailstorms when this ritual was 

done.98 

Wherever the relics where used individually, collectively in their reliquaries or not at all in the 

religious rituals of the interviewed Castilians, these relics served an additional purpose; the 

commemoration of the individual, usually natural to the village, that had donated them to the 

community; it is because of his generous donation of relics that the villagers of Almodóvar del 

Campo referred Juan Fernández, and his death, and, according to them, martyrdom, in the rebellion 

                                                 
95 García López, Ortiz García, trans. Relaciones topográficas de la provincia de Guadalajara, CD-ROM, Illana. 
96 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 116-117. 
97 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 144-145. 
98 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume I, 311-312. 
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of Alpujarras, and the same can be said about the other donors. It seems likely that these individuals 

saw these contributions as a way to establish themselves as religious benefactors of the 

communities and to be remembered in them through them.  

 So, the relics gained an additional role in that the stories of the individuals that donated or 

found them, usually natives to the village, gets added to the context of the object as a hierophany 

related to a saint or sacred figure. Similarly, relics could serve as signs of prestige for the village that 

possessed them, and many cities at the time had disputes regarding the movement of relics. 

Although this might be more common in the cases of cities, with more resources to request hosting 

the bodies of saints.99 

The village of Fuencaliente, in Ciudad Real, has a very lengthy and detailed description of their 

relationship with their two relics; firstly, they had the skull of one of the eleven thousand virgins, a 

relic that is found in some of the other villages of the topographic relations. They declare that the 

skull was an object of great veneration and devotion, and that they took it out in some of the 

principal festivities of the year, to show it to the villagers, touching its head, eyes and mouth. 

Secondly, they had an image of the Virgin Mary, associated to a local hot spring over which an 

ermita had been build, and they declare that the healing powers and great devotion towards this 

image was behind the motivation for the foundation of the village. They also relate a macabre story 

where a woman, with her daughter, went to bathe the child in the hot springs. Some people that 

were there warned her not to do it, since that was the place where the Virgin Mary had manifested 

herself, to this, the woman retorted that her daughter was also a virgin. As she introduced the child 

into the water, the child melted in it, leaving the mother with only her hair in her hand. The villagers 

preserved the hairs in the church until they finally decayed, and they declared that some of the 

vecinos alive at the time of the survey had seen them. They relate plenty of other stories of 

resurrections and miraculous healings associated to the image, the church and the hot spring.100 

The village of Puertollano, in Ciudad Real, relates a story that, although not in reference to a 

relic (though it could definitely be considered a hierophany in the same sense that a relic would 

be), could be revealing in this sense; they relate the story of a miraculous juniper tree that was 

located nearby an ermita to Santa Ana. This juniper tree produced a very impressive amount of oil, 

which allowed the rural community to maintain the lights in the building going through all day and 

night. The hermit that tended to the ermita, however, decided to stop using the oil from the juniper 

for this purpose and tried to sell it instead. Following this, the juniper stopped producing oil and it 

was uprooted and apparently destroyed.101 

                                                 
99 Isabel Cofiño Fernández, La devoción a los santos y sus reliquias en la Iglesia Post-Tridentina: el traslado de la 
reliquia de San Julián a Burgos, Studia Historica, N 25, (2003)  357 
100 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 489-493. 
101 Campos y Fernández de Sevilla, trans. Los pueblos de Ciudad Real en las Relaciones Topográficas, Volume II, 779-783. 
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This story, similar in development to that of the goose that laid the golden eggs, could 

encapsulate these characteristics of relics as objects that retain the memory and define the sacred 

space of the village. The story that is still remembered and told relates to a tree that is no longer 

there, and, according to the villagers that answered the questionnaire, only two old ladies from the 

village still remembered the tree being beside the ermita.  

Again, I would argue, the role of relics here seems to transcend religious functionalities; relics 

where not just an object of religious veneration or a saintly tool to employ in religious rituals. The 

stories that the relics themselves conveyed linked them with the space that the village occupied, 

revalorizing the trees and ponds where the objects were originally found or displayed, or the ermitas 

where they resided, making sense of the sacred space that the village occupied. At the same time, 

the stories themselves become repositories of the memory and, by extension, the identity of the 

community.  
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5. Local religiosity or popular religiosity?  

In this chapter I will try to address one of the main conclusions that William A. Christian drew 

from his study of the topographic relations of Philip II; that it is preferable to refer to the religiosity 

of these communities as one which is articulated through local elements rather than a more general 

popular or rural culture.102 To do so, I will compare the data that I have gathered and shown in the 

previous chapters regarding festivities, advocations and relics with each other, to try to elucidate 

how dependant the villages were on their own local religious elements, or how interconnected the 

villages of Central Castile were in terms of religion. This will hopefully help answer questions 

regarding the functionality of festivities when it comes to shaping the identity of the villages and 

regions that got the chance to answer the topographic relations. 

So firstly, I would like to refer to the villages that had a festivity and an advocation for the same 

saint within the surveyed communities. In the cases where this occurred it is safe to assume that 

the saints had acquired a particular local element to them, either with the population selecting a 

saint for a festivity because they already had an ermita to the figure or vice versa.  

It should be noted that there is a certain circularity in this argument however, as on some 

occasions, part of the compromise of the rural communities with the saints of their festivities was 

to erect an ermita dedicated to the saint, so, the festivity and the advocation are part of the same 

compromise. 

Of the 314 villages I have worked with, 283 indicated at least some of their local advocations 

and 273 indicated having festivities dedicated to saints over the ones that the Church promoted. 

Of these, 136 villages have at least one festivity and one advocation associated to the same saint. 

So, roughly around half of the villages that answered the topographic relations of Philip II 

declared in their questionnaires to have festivities dedicated to saints for which they also had an 

advocation. Most of these villages have either one or two saints for which they had a festivity and 

an advocation, an only a limited number of villages go beyond three saints.  

This goes beyond the cases that have already been discussed when talking about the festivities 

declared by association to local ermitas and churches in chapter 3.4. Again, the influence of the 

local is palpable, it seems like the rural communities often made use of saints that could be 

considered local, in the sense that they already had a link to the community in some form. However, 

as clear as this tendency is, it does not account for the other half of villages in which no saint had 

both a festivity and an advocation. In the same way, in the cases of the villages in which these 

festivities and advocations to the same saint are present, this local interpretation does not 

necessarily account for their other festivities and advocations, relating to other saints. 

                                                 
102 Christian, Religiosidad local en la España de Felipe II, 34-38. 



62 

In this sense, a village like Pioz, in Guadalajara, having both an ermita and a festivity dedicated 

to San Roque, indicates a sense of local attachment to this religious figure, perhaps even more 

considering that this festivity is referred to be upheld both because of a plague and out of devotion, 

but that does not account for their parish church dedicated to San Sebastián or their other festivity 

dedicated to San Agustín. 

And while in the subject of saints, looking at which particular saints were the most popular 

when it came having both a festivity and an advocation in a village might bear some additional 

information. Of the around 150 saints mentioned in the section of the topographic relations I have 

worked with, 46 received festivities in villages where they also had an advocation, around 67% of 

cases relating to the 8 saints that had 5 or more cases where this happened. I will display those 8 

saints in the following table. 

Table 8. Most popular saints to have both a festivity and an advocation in a particular village in 

comparison to their overall numbers for advocations and festivities.  

 Number of instances 

where a village had 

both a festivity and an 

advocation to the 

same saint. 

Number of 

Festivities overall. 

Number of 

Advocations overall. 

San Sebastián* 84 148 131 

San Roque* 19 48 23 

Santa Ana 9 49 18 

Santa Catalina 8 27 12 

San Benito 7 25 14 

Santa María Magdalena 7 11 31 

San Antón* 5 36 11 

San Blas* 5 21 6 

Source: topographic relations of Philip II for Madrid, Guadalajara and Ciudad Real. 

So, again, some familiar faces show up, it is not surprising at this point in the thesis to find San 

Sebastián again heading the list. There are however, some religious figures missing, mainly, many 

biblical figures that had a great number of advocations and some festivities, such as San Pedro, the 

only biblical figures being Santa Ana and Santa María Magdalena.  

Other than that, figuring out why these saints come into play here and not others becomes a 

pretty muddy question; on one hand, one could argue that a saint having more advocations over 

their festivities, like the case of Santa María Magdalena, might indicate that they were older saints, 

whose peak of popularity in the area had already passed, and a saint having many festivities but not 

many advocations to its name might indicate a relatively recent incorporation into the Castilian 

religious landscape, so a saint like San Gregorio would be excused from not showing up in this 
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table if his worship was introduced relatively recently  in comparison to other saints like Santa Ana. 

This is, however, inconsistent with the data, as saints like San Roque had been in the religious life 

of Castilians for a shorter amount of time than San Gregorio. 

What this appears to indicate is that festivities seem to be a bigger indicator on wherever or not 

a saint would have both a festivity and an advocation to his name, as the saints in the list tend to 

have been much more popular in terms of festivities than in terms of advocations. And considering 

how, in previous chapters, I have proposed that it seemed like specialist saints, and, as such, 

relationships formed for practical reasons were more prominent in festivities than in advocations, 

where specialist saints were not as popular, it seems like the reasons for this overlap might have 

not been based on issues of identity, but rather, in a pursue of ensuring the effectivity of festivities 

dedicated for practical reasons. 

When it comes to relics, only around a quarter of the relics that I would classify as being 

integrated into the religious lives of the villages they are located in also have a festivity or an 

advocation related to the same saint in the community. A very small percentage, although we 

should keep in mind that the data sample for relics was smaller. 

Considering both of these factors, I would argue, although the local character of the religious 

life of Central Castile is very much there, it is clear that it was not the central engine that determined 

which saints a village would dedicate festivities or advocations too. It seems that, on occasion, the 

presence of a local relic, advocation or festivity might have motivated the institution of another for 

the same religious figure, but in most cases, that does not seem to have been the case. 

I would like to present now a series of maps of the municipalities of the modern province of 

Guadalajara, many of which correspond with the villages that answered the questionnaire in the 

Early Modern period, showing the distribution of some saints in the province. 

The saints I have selected for these maps are Santa Ana, Santa Águeda, San Benito and Santa 

Quiteria. In green I have indicated villages that had a festivity for a saint, in blue, regions with an 

advocation dedicated to the saint, and in purple, villages with both a festivity and an advocation 

dedicated to the saint. 

I have found similar results when elaborating maps for other saints and regions, but, in order 

to not flood this master thesis with maps, I will limit it to these. I have selected Guadalajara as the 

example because it received the largest number of questionnaires, which allows for a more 

complete mapping of the distribution. It should be noted that the easternmost side of the province 

did not receive questionnaires. 
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IMAGE 2: distribution of festivities and advocations to Santa Ana in Guadalajara. 

IMAGE 3: distribution of festivities and advocations dedicated to Santa Águeda in Guadalajara. 
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IMAGE 4: Distribution of festivities and Advocations dedicated to San Benito in Guadalajara. 

 

 

IMAGE 5: Distribution of festivities and advocations dedicated to Santa Quiteria in Guadalajara. 
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So, the distribution of festivities, advocations and relics (although, for the cases I have selected, 

there were no relics to these saints within the province of Guadalajara) seem to indicate that, 

although there are some outliers, the dedications to saints tend to clump up around certain areas; 

from this I would draw two possible conclusions. 

Firstly, it seems that the selection of a saint to be a part of the religious activity of a village was 

influenced heavily by the saints that communities in close proximity to the village had previously 

chosen. 

Secondly, looking at the maps, it seems like localities with advocations tend to be, with some 

exceptions, bordering another community with a festivity to the same saint; this seems to imply, I 

would argue, that there was an overlap in the religious life of the villages. So that the existence of 

an ermita near a community dedicated to a particular saint, could motivate the villagers to institute 

a festivity to the saint, even when the ermita was outside the boundaries of the community. 

This overlap is further implied in the cases in the topographic relations where the interviewed 

men make references to processions to ermitas or parish churches in other villages in their 

surrounding area, as I have discussed previously, or in the cases of festivities declared by association 

to other villages. 

I do not completely dispute the notion that William A. Christian puts forward in his 

interpretation of the source, in that the local element was very important in the structure of the 

religious life of the villages of Central Castile at the time of the topographic relations. Specially 

considering that once a village adopts a festivity or erects a building dedicated to a particular saint, 

those saints become, by definition, local. But, it seems to me, that putting an excessive emphasis 

in this local element of popular religiosity might lead us to view the religious life of these 

communities as insular, and, I would argue, this was not the case for the most part. 

As much as the festivities, advocations and relics present in a village would help define the 

religious identity of it in a local sense, it would also help define more broader regional identities, 

considering the fact that villages tended to often border communities that shared at least part of 

their devotions. Even further, saints like San Sebastian, broadly popular across the three surveyed 

areas in this thesis, could play into either a rural identity or even an even broader universal Christian 

identity. In this regard, the popularity of a saint like San Benito, patron saint of agricultural workers, 

points to these types of broader identities that the people from Central Castile displayed and 

reinforced through their relationships with saints. 

So, it seems like there were several influencing factors determining the religious life of each 

community: 

-Local factors, stemming from their relics, advocations, festivities and cofradías. 

-The influence of neighbouring villages, and the shared religious life that they had; their 

advocations and festivities, in which, on occasion, they could participate. 
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-Saints that seem to have a regional connection. Either through cultural exchanges, like it seems 

to be in the case of Santa Águeda, or political links between communities, like the case of San 

Marcos Evangelista in Madrid. 

-Overarching, popular saints, specialists like the case of San Sebastián or San Benito, the patron 

saint of agricultural workers, which relate to much wider senses of identity, either as Christians, 

rural inhabitants or agricultural workers. 

Even on top of these, on some occasions it is declared how some festivities were instituted by 

the influence of what we could consider elite culture, with the influence of a priest or preacher 

moving the community to establish a festivity. 

In this regard, I would argue, in the same way that the festivities declared for practical manners 

can be considered a reflection of the problems that the villagers of Early Modern Castile were 

facing and considered important enough to merit a collective effort, the saints with which these 

Castilians decided to establish relationships are a reflection of the identities that these communities 

took for themselves, and the relationships they had with other communities around them. They 

reflect political, geographical, cultural and social ties between the communities.   
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6. Conclusions 

With this analysis of the collective religious life of Early Modern Castilians I intended to answer 

the research question: What were the roles of the relationship between saints and communities as 

reflected in the topographic relations? 

Simultaneously, and although this was not the main purpose of the thesis, considering the fact 

that William A. Christian elaborated a very influential analysis of the same source, looking at similar 

issues, this master thesis has also taken its time in defining the points of agreement and 

disagreement that my analysis has with his work.  

This question has been addressed through this master thesis, by analysing and compiling 

information regarding the saint advocations, festivities and relics in the regions of Guadalajara, 

Ciudad Real and Madrid. It has been broken down further into several sub-questions. 

Firstly, the practical functionalities of the worship of saints in Early Modern rural Castile; a 

question that was explored with great success by William A. Christian in his analysis, in that the 

people of Early Modern Castile often saw their relationship with saints and other sacred figures as 

contractual. Saints being perceived as lawyers for the community in the face of God, asked to 

intercede in the prevention or ending of disasters that could affect them. 

In this regard, the source is very clear, that, indeed, the villagers of rural Castile asked the saints 

to protect them against plagues, insects, earthquakes and other natural phenomena that threatened 

their livelihoods. This type of relationship, in which the saint is worshiped so that he may protect 

the community is the most commonly found in the topographic relations. 

As such, these festivities, advocations and relics instituted, built and used to protect the villages 

against harm are clear reflections of the dangers that these communities faced and felt more 

vulnerable against. Problems which the people of these regions considered had to be faced as a 

community, and not only with whatever physical means the community had to materially prevent 

these events from happening, but also in the religious sphere, asking for protection and to be 

absolved of whatever sins caused such tragedy. 

Secondly, I have tried to tackle a different set of reasons for which the people of Central Castile 

established and maintained their relationships to certain saints; reasons that I have categorized 

generally as social/identity functionalities. These are not necessarily forming a dichotomy with the 

practical reasons, but rather, on occasions, compliment them. They could be broken down further 

into questions of identity, memory, emotion and social cohesion. 

In terms of social cohesion, the penitential and sacrificial character of the rites that took place 

in the festivities described in the source would, I would argue, help maintain a sense of solidarity 

and community in the face of great and traumatic experiences that the villages were subjected to. 

It would help the communities survive these precarious encounters in a therapeutic sense, 
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solidifying the bonds within each community by making all its members take part in these collective 

sacrificial activities. 

There was an emotional aspect to the festivities dedicated to saints that is hard to define, but 

definitely, I would argue, present in the description of the festivities, advocations and relics of the 

villages. In this regard, maybe the clearest sign of this emotional dimension of the worship is the 

word devotion, used especially in the case of festivities, but also for some relics and advocations. I 

have argued that this word seems to indicate an additional level of personal attachment between 

the community and the saints, perceived as a mutual relationship, as the villagers felt that the 

festivities for which they were most devoted were more effective.  

Whatever the nature of that emotional link was, the fact that it was a collective link also speaks 

of the role of these relationships with saints as an element that promoted social cohesion.  

In any case, I would argue, the way the people interviewed make use of the word devotion, and 

the way they describe some of their festivities, advocations and relics, seems to indicate that the 

relationship between saints and villages went beyond the contractual nature that William A. 

Christian puts in centre stage. 

Another aspect that I would like to underline is the function that festivities, advocations and 

relics served as living recollections of the memory of the village, a ritualization of its history and 

the challenges that had faced in the past. This aspect, as I have discussed, is, in a way, self-evident 

in the fact that the villagers surveyed in the topographic relations remember and convey a great 

portion of their history through their festivities, and their relics and advocations are on plenty of 

occasions attached to detailed and fascinating stories.  

This aspect goes hand and hand with the concept of identity as expressed and defined through 

the religious customs of these Castilians, as the stories conveyed by the festivities, advocations and 

relics helped shape the sense of self and memory of these communities. While many villages could 

not respond to the questions regarding the history of the village, when it was founded or when it 

was conquered from the Muslim kingdoms of Spain, many villages could remember other aspects 

of their history, maybe perceived by their inhabitants as more relevant, such as locust swarms, 

miracles, plague outbursts and other events through their religious customs. 

All these different elements tie up in some way or another to the question of identity; and in 

this regard, I would position my analysis, again, in disagreement with William A. Christian. The 

local element, as he proposes, seems to have been very determinant to the religious customs of 

these communities; it can be observed in festivities being declared on some occasions in relation 

to advocations or cofradías from the community, or in how the religious life of the community 

served as a repository of the memory of their inhabitants, and gave social cohesion to the village. 

However, it is also clear that this is not the only driving force that was playing into the relationships 

between the rural inhabitants and saints. 



70 

Communication and shared sacred spaces and times between different villages enabled the 

establishments of saints that seem to develop ties to different sections of the Castilian landscape, 

trough political, demographical or geographical means. This is observable in the villages of Madrid 

that shared the dedications to San Marcos Evangelista, thanks to their political links, the festivities 

instituted in different villages caused by movements of population between communities, or the 

tendency of festivities, advocations and relics to the same saint appearing in bordering regions like 

the maps in chapter 5 hopefully showed.  

In this regard, the local identity of Early Modern Castilians was reaffirmed and expressed 

through their advocations, relics and festivities, as William A. Christian suggests, however, so was 

the case with wider political, geographical and social identities. 

There are clear overarching tendencies expressed in the topographic relations, such as the 

widespread popularity of San Sebastián, San Gregorio or Santa Ana, that point out to an expression 

of a much wider rural, peasant or even simply Christian identity and culture.  

So, the religious relationship between saints and Early Modern communities, at least in the case 

of the villages surveyed in the topographic relations, I would argue, not only speaks of the local 

identities and customs of these populations. From the hills, rivers and fields that gave structure to 

their surroundings to their village, their cofradías, their families and, finally, themselves as 

individuals. Rather, they speak of the whole range and complexities of the different identities that 

these Early Modern Castilians adopted; Christians, Catholics, Castilians, agricultural workers...   

Finally, I feel the need to address another aspect of the religious life of these communities that 

I had the intention to explore in this master thesis but was unable to since it could have stretched 

the themes of the thesis a little bit too thin. I still feel the need to mention it here because, although 

I have not delved deep into this question during this paper, it has nevertheless appeared in several 

points of the thesis. That is, how the festivities, advocations and relics served as ways for the 

community to enforce different moral values on their inhabitants. 

During the analysis in this thesis I have presented many stories that the people of Castile 

conveyed to their king in the typographic relations regarding miracles and deaths, punishments and 

rewards. This thesis opens up with one of such stories, the death of Portazguero, after he defied 

the religious customs of his community by eating meat in the day of San Sebastián. These stories, 

as I have presented in this thesis, served as a way of keeping the memory of the community alive, 

but, it also served on occasion as a collection of cautionary tales and moralizing stories, that 

enforced specific moral values. 

Portazguero should have followed the tradition of the village, and he should not have 

disrespected both San Sebastián and his family. The hermit that sold the oil of the miraculous tree 

of the ermita of Santa Ana, payed the price of his greed when the tree lost its miraculous properties. 

These stories, sprinkled through the topographic relations, speak of a morality built and enforced 

from the bottom of society, somewhat clashing with the traditional concept of confessionalization 
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and discipline, that presents a top down imposition in the maintenance of religious tenants and 

customs. 

This question, I would argue, deserves further exploring, and a study of this particular aspect of 

the religious life of the Castilians in the topographic relations, the morality enforced and 

reproduced by the rural communities through their religious traditions and memory, could 

potentially bear some interesting fruit in the context of issues such as confessionalization, discipline 

and popular culture.  

6.1. Afterword 

As a final note and following this notion of doors left unopened in the topographic relations of 

Philip II, I would like to talk for a moment about this source that I have been lucky enough to be 

able to work with for this master thesis. 

The topographic relations of Philip II are truly a remarkable source, one that provides a rare 

and genuine look into the minds of individuals that had been traditionally silent in history sources 

before alphabetization became widespread in the contemporary world. It goes beyond that in that 

it touches on very varied and fascinating subjects and allows for widely different approaches in 

investigations that could find in some way, some of their questions answered by these rich 

documents. 

So, in order to show the beauty of this source, I would like to finish this master thesis with one 

of my favourite stories to come out from it in my experience with it, to show the rich depths that 

it has to offer. 

One of the questions in the survey asked the interviewed men if they had had any important or 

famous person being born in their village. This question is in itself very interesting, as it shows 

what the rural populations of Castile might have interpreted as “important” or “famous”; some 

villagers mention people born in their communities now working as high ranking officials for the 

crown or in the Church, on other occasions, they mention soldiers that stood out in battle or 

particularly intelligent men from their villages, good at mathematics but with no education. 

As I said, most of the answers are in themselves very interesting, but the answer that the village 

of Alcorcón, in Madrid, gave, was especially surprising and fascinating to me. I will now quote the 

response that the villagers provided in my own translation. 

To the chapter 38 they responded that there is nothing notable to say that had happened in this 

village, or any notable person that was born in it, although as a funny story it can be noted that 

there is in this place in the present day a man that has been married to the same woman for 

seventy years, and that they have lived and still live in so much peace that it has never been known 

that in all this time they had any dispute, fight or bad word towards each other, and that in the 
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present day they treat each other affably as if they were newlywed, which is something to note in 

the current times, he is called Juan de la Rubia and she is called María Corchuela103 

I find it fitting then, If I may be allowed to include a dedicatory this late into my thesis, to 

dedicate this paper to Juan de la Rubia and María Corchuela, Portazguero and all the other men 

and women whose lives I have been able to explore, or at least try to, through this fantastic source 

that is the topographic relations. I can only hope that this master thesis, even as the humble project 

that it is, has made their memory justice and has pushed us nowadays even one step closer to 

understanding the world of this silent majority of people that lived, suffered and sweated working 

the fields and tending to the cattle under the Castilian Sun, as they did across all of Europe. 

 

  

                                                 
103 Alvar Ezquerra, trans. Relaciones topográficas de Felipe II, Madrid, Volume I, 67. 
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