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The Catholic Monarchs and the
Iconography of the Pomegranate: Between the
Symbol Granada and the Kingdom of Granada

TATEISHI Hirotaka

Abstract

From antiquity through the Middle Ages and into the early modern period, the pomegranate has embodied
various symbolic meanings. While its form naturally made it a symbol of fertility and abundance, it took on a
particular significance in Christian art: because of its numerous internal seeds, it came to represent the
Church uniting a multitude of believers.

What should be noted here is that in medieval Spain, the Virgin of the Pomegranate and the symbolism of
the fruit itself took on an additional layer of meaning in connection with the progress of the Reconquista
against Islamic forces. First, there is a tradition in which the Virgin Mary appears as a patron protecting the
achievements of the royalty and nobility advancing the Reconquista; I will discuss this theme in Chapter 2.
Second, apart from its ecclesiastical meaning, the pomegranate came to be used as a symbol of the art of gov-
ernance, specifically appearing as the emblem (divisa) of Enrique IV (r. 1454-74) of the Trastdmara dynasty
of Castile. It is confirmed that his half-sister, Isabella I (r. 1474-1504), and her husband, Ferdinand II of Ara-
gon—who was also of the House of Trastimara—inherited this tradition. This issue, often overlooked in the
prevailing theories of Spanish national historiography, will be addressed in Chapters 3 and 4.

Third, since “Granada,” the Nasrid Kingdom that fell in 1492, happens to be the same word as “pomegran-
ate” (granada), there is a problematic tendency to simply interpret the pomegranate depicted at the bottom
of the royal coat of arms of Isabella and Ferdinand (the Catholic Monarchs) as a symbol of the Kingdom of
Granada. I intend to deal with this in the latter half of Chapter 4 and the “Conclusion.”

There will likely be no objection to the premise that nearly contemporary iconographic interpretations
serve as the starting point for developing these arguments. Therefore, in Chapter 1, I will examine how the
entry for the “pomegranate” (granada) is treated in representative works of the period.

[Keywords]
The Catholic Monarchs, Iconography of the Pomegranate, Kingdom of Granada,
the emblem of the Trastamara dynasty, symbol of the art of governance
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