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Purpose 

It was the purpose of th i s study to present an account 

of (1) the role the church played in the conquest of Mexi

co; (2) the church's missionary labors in Mexico; (3) the 

vast and powerful organizat ion into which the church de

veloped during the colonial period; and (4) the charitable, 

educational, and artistic accomplishments of the church in 

Mexico. 

Methods 

The method used to obtain data for this study was the 

examinati on of books, periodicals, and encyclopedias in the 

Sam Houston State College Library, Houston Public Library,· 

and Rice University Library. 

Findings 

From the information examined the following conclusions 

can be drawn: 

1. In Mexico as in Spain the church was closely af

filiated with the state. 



2. Catholicism blended easily with the pagan religion 

of Mexico because of their similarities. 

J. Hernan Cortez and his expedition introduced Chris

tianity to Mexico. 

4. The majority of the clergy in Mexico did not want 

to abolish the encomienda system, but only improve the work

ing and living condi tio n of the Indians under the system. 

5. The early friars and clergymen were outstanding 

missionaries, but later members were not s o diligent. 

6. The church was well organized in Mexico within a 

few decades after the conquest, and conti nued to grow in 

power and wealth throughout the colonial period. 

7. In order to convert so many natives the missionaries 

used for methods, teaching, preaching, use of force and 

authority, and the suppression of idolatry. 

8. The church had complete control of education in 

Mexico but did not encourage independent or creative think

ing. 

Approval: 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

A full understanding of Mexican colonial history is 

impossible without an i nsi ght into the position occupied 

and influence exerted by the Roman Catholic Church. In few 

other parts of the world ha s the church been so intimately 

a part of the social, economi c, and political system as in 

the Latin American colonies. 

The purpose of this study is to pres ent a discussion 

of (1) the role the chur ch played in the conquest of Mexi

co; (2) the church's missionary labors in Mexico; (3) the 

vast and power f ul organi zation into whi ch the church de

veloped during the coloni al period; and (4) the educational, 

charitable, and artistic accomplishments of the church in 

Mexico. 

The h i s t ory of the church during the early colonial 

period will be closely examined. In those early years the 

church blended its religion with that of the Indians and 

established its missionaries throughout Mexico, and the 

clergy be gan to acquire the power, wealth, and social rank 

which would later serve as its prof i le in the colonial 

period. The Roman Catholic Church as it existed in the 
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Mexican colony will be studied, rather than the church in 

Spain or Rome, although their relationship must occasionally 

enter this study. 

The Aztec religion will be the only native religion 

considered. Most historians and writers make no attempt 

to distinguish between the reli g ions of the many tribes in 

Mexico, but treat the country as one r eligious unit and the 

Aztec rel igion as that one reli g ion. In order to justify 

this treatment, it should be remembered that while the simi

larities between the native religions were great, the dif-
1 

ferences were few. 

The principal sources of information used were books, 

periodicals, and encyclopedias in the Sam Houston State 

College Library, Houston Public Library, and Rice Universi

ty Library. Direct translations from Spanish into English 

were very helpful. The use of Spanish sources by most of 

the English authors and historians in this field granted 

access to the printed ideas and record of events in that 

language. 

Religion by itself can be an emotional subject. Add 

to this a single powerful church affiliated with the state 

1charles s. Braden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest 
of Mexico, 5. 
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in maintaining the economic, political, and social status 

quo, and an objective study of such an institution becomes 

much more difficult. Most of the early chroniclers, con

temporaries of the events they recorded, were overly 

zealous, devout friars and miss i onaries who could only 

exaggerate t h e outstanding work and accomplishments of the 

church. Th e n after inde p endenc e the n a t i ve historians 

sought to crush the church and wrote only of its evil and 

corruption. In between t h e se two viewp o i nts must lie the 

truth. 

The background of t he Mexican colonial church begins 

in t h e mothe r c ount ry, Sp a i n. In the fifteenth and s i x

te e nth centur i es the bloodline of the Spaniard was a mix

ture of Ph oenician, Iberian, Celt, Greek, Carthaginian, 

Vandal, Vis igo th, Roman, and Moslem.
2 

While the Romans 

introduced Christianity to the peninsula, it was the 

Mo orish occupation that left the greatest imprint on the 

reli g ion of Spain and the character of the inhabitants who 

would bring the faith to the New Worl d . The Moslems had 

invaded Spain in A. D. 711 and occupied the peninsula for 

eight centuries. Perhaps without the bitter struggle 

2 Joseph H. L. Scblarman, Mexico, A Land of Volcanoes, 
14. 
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between the Spaniards and Moslems there would have been no 

exploration, conquistadores, or missionaries. 3 

When the Spanish conquered Granada, the last Moorish 

stronghold in Spain in March, 1492, they signed a treaty 

with the Moors promising that the Moslems in Granada and 

Castile would not be molested for their religious beliefs. 

While this treaty with the Mosl ems was honored by the 

Spanish for eight years, the Jews were innnediately ex

pelled, with much loss of life and property.4 

Then in 1500 the Archbishop of Toledo, Ximenes de 

Cisneros, who was not pleased with the slow progress made 

in the peaceful convers i on of the Moors to Christianity 

since the fall of Granada, beg an a program of harassment. 

He destroyed thousands of rare Moslem manuscripts, setting 

an example for the destruct i on of the pagan writings by 

the missionaries a few years later in New Spain. The royal 

court in Spain supported the eminent archbishop and his 

violent actions on the grounds that it was the Moslems who 

had first broken the treaty signed at Granada, thus for

feiting all their rights. When Moorish rebellion flared 

up, the Spanish troops were quick to put an end to it, and 

3Francis Clement Kelley, Blood-Drenched Altars, 21-27. 

~raden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 9-11. 
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in 1502 King Ferdinand issued an order requiring baptism 

or exile of all females over twelve years of age and 

males over fourteen.5 

By the time Spanish unity wa s ach ieved the Spaniards 

bore the lasting imprint of their Moslem counterpart. 

They were less European than Asiatic, proud to the point 

of arro gance , and poss e ssed by mysticism.
6 

Spanish Chris

tians copied the easy morals of the Moslems and their con-

7 capt of slavery. Greed as a motive for conquest was also 

acquired by the Spaniards from the Moors, as well as tol

erance of extreme cruelty. If the inquisitors of the Holy 

Office knew how to get the truth from their victims by 

torture, it was the Moors who had refined and taught them 

the art. 

The centuri es of struggle against the Moslems only 

served to intensify Spa i n's r eligi ous d e votion. The fa

naticism and hatred of the unbeliever were symbolized by 

the r eligious heroism which swept over Spain. Warfare and 

5rbid ., 12-13. Actually the monarch was being no 
more extreme in his a ctions than the clergy, for this same 
source on page 15, stat e s that at the end of the s i xteenth 
century, a Spanish bishop wrote that a child might slay his 
own parents wi thout impunity, if they were heretics or 
idolaters. 

6J. Fred Rippy, Latin America, 39-40. 

7schlarman, Mexico, 7. 
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idealism were combined and taken forward in the conquests 

8 
~f the New World. 

Although Christopher Columbus made no mention of the 

faith in his written agreements with the crown, Hernan 

Cortez sailed with a banner bearing a red cross and in

scription, "Let us follow this cross and under this sign 

if we have faith we shall conquer." Yet, like most ad

venturers, Columbus and Cortez were more interested in 

worldly riches than spiritual ones. 9 

While overflowi ng with fanaticism to crush or convert 

the unbelievers, the Spaniards of the sixteenth century be

lieved that religious observance meant only a minimum amount 

of attendance at church ceremonies and the simple accept

ance of all the doctrine the church taught. The church had 
10 

little real influence on morality. Thus, this period of 

Spanish history produced a group of people full of contra

dictions, some of which are still evident in the Mexicans 

of today; the ability to celebrate in the very season of 

penance; to sin abundantly and yet hate sin; and to love 

8 
Kelley, Altars, 28-31. 

9Ernest Gruening , Mex i co and Its Heritage, 171. 

10 
Braden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 16. 
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1 11 A 
the sacrament and yet hate the hand that offers t. s 

a definite part of their character the Spaniards brought 

with them to Mexico the seeds of anticlericalism, as well 
. 12 

as extreme devotion to the church. 

In addition to the absence of discipline and morality 

in the everyday lives of the Spaniards, there was also a 

lack of these same qualities in the monasteries and ranks 

of the secular clergy. Queen Isabel handed down reform 

orders, carried out by Archbishop Ximenes, which helped 

raise the general level of morality in the clergy, but 

abuses still continued. It is not surprising that these 

clergymen of undesirable character would eventually ap

pear in the New Worla. 1 3 

The church was financially c omfortable a t the time of 

the conquest with seven archbishopri cs and forty bishoprics 

receiving an annual income of $ 7,000,000 and a secular 

clergy receivin8 about $ 60,000,000 a year in rental income. 

The reli gious orders with about 9,000 monasteries in Spain 

were equally rich. 14 Yet, when the silver and gold of the 

11 
Kelley, Altars, 32. 

l3Braden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 16. 

14Rippy, Latin America, 41. 



conquest came back to Spain, the clergy be gan to live even 

more luxuriously. Concubinag e was the practice of most of 

the upper hierarchy of the clergy , and bishops openly left 

estates to their sons, despite protests from some clerics 

8 

and laymen. More and more young me n e ntered the r eligious 

orders for the exemptions from certain financial obli g ations 

and the privileges of the ecclesiastical courts. In 1787, one

fourth of all the Spanish male s were ei th er church and govern

ment employees, or soldiers. 1 5 

The ten Spani sh monarchs who ruled from 1521 to 1821 were 

the incarnation of vice and weakness, with one exception, 

Charles III. Most of these men expended Spain's treasure and 

blood on wars in Europe in defense of Catholicism, and lav-

16 ished fortunes upon a corrupt c ourt nobility. 

The first fi ve Spanish kings during the colonial peri

od of Mex i co were of the Hapsburg family, beg i nning with 

Charles I of Spain, 1516-1556, also known as Emperor Charles V 

of the Holy Roman Empire. Most of the time Charles was more 

concerned with the German s tates than with his own inherited 

countries. Philip II, 1556-1598, made the Spanish Inquisition 

the terror of Spain and the Netherlands, and introduced it to 

15Gruening, Mexico, 11. 

lbRippy, Latin America, 43. 



farmers and competition betwe en middle-class industri

alists, and reversed the traditional Hapsburg suspicion 

10 

of foreigners. While the Hapsburg rulers considered the 

church a dominant arm of the government , the Bourbons dis

trusted the Spanish Church and were markedly anticlerical. 

Insisting on the supremacy of their bureaucracy over the 

church at all times, the Bourbon ruler, Charles III, 

ousted the Jesuit Order from Spain and Mexico when it be

gan to appear as a threat to civil power, a state within 

the s tat e. 18 

The crown in Spain enjoyed many privileges in its re

lat ionship with the church in Me x i co. This close affilia

tion of the church and state was known as the r e al patro

nato de las Indias , or the royal patrona g e of the Indies. 19 

From early times the Christian Church had made con

cessions to the founders of religio us institutions in order 

to express gratitude and to stimulate other followers to 

build churches. At first these privileges were honorary, 

non-transferable, and given only to ecclesiastics, but 

later they were granted to laymen, transferable to their 

18
Howard F. Cline, Th e United States and Mexico, 

34-36. 
19 J. Lloyd Mecham, Church and State in Latin America, 

1. 



heirs, and included the right of presentation, which was 

the naming of candidates to fill clerical positions. 20 

11 

In Spain, Queen Isabel h a d r e ceived concessions from 

Pope Sixtus IV in order to fi ght t he Moslems. These 

ri ghts, first given to Isabel and Fe rd i nand, were later 

extended to include the selection of candidates for all 

clerical offices in Spain as a part of their program to 

unify Spain and strengthen the monarchy. 21 Yet the rights 

of the crown in the re g ulation and cont rol of the church 

in the colonies went furth er than those in Spain, and were 

all based on pontifical concession. 

The first papal concession de aling with the Spanish 

colonies was issued by Pope Al exander VI, on May 4, 1493, 

giving the Spanish king domination of the Indies and the 

privilege of Christianizing the Indians. This decree was 

followed by the papal bull of Nov ember 16, 1501, issued by 

the same pope, granting tithes and first -fruits of all the 

churches in the Indies to the crown. These documents were 

reinforced by Pope Julius II 's bull of July 28, 1508, 

granting the right of universal patronage over the church 

20Ibid ., 8. 

21schlarman, Mexico, 92. 
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in the Indies to the king of Spain. 22 The Spanish monarch 

virtually became the head of the church in the colonies. 

The heart of royal patronage was the ri ght of presen

tation. When a hi gh church position--such as an arch

bishopric, bishopr ic , or canonicate--was vacant in the 

colonies, the king prese nted or chose the candidate, while 

the lower or parish cle r gy wer e nominated by the viceroy 

or g overnor s in the colonies . The bishops would present 

a list of three candidates in the c a se of pa rish and ca

thedral clergy from which the viceroy or king would choose 

one. 23 Guide lines were established for the v i ceroy in 

his choice of presentation in order to favor the most 

worthy candidate. 24 

In the matter of royal appointments the king often 

appointed the bishops of the church t o civil positions, 

such as the offi ce of governor or viceroy. It was quite 

natural that these clergymen should have b een chosen, not 

only becaus e of the close affiliation of church and state, 

but also because of their training and education. Laymen 

who could read and write well were few in number. 25 

22Mecham, Church and State , 12-13. 

23c. H. Haring, The Suanish Empi re in America, 180. 

24Mecbam, Church and State , 33, 

25wilfrid Hardy Callcott, Church and State in Mextco, 
1822-1857, 9. 
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According to the papal bull of 1501 all the revenue 

collected in the coloni e s by the church belonged to the 

Spanish king . This decree stated that in r eturn for as

suming the financial oblig ation of sending all the mis

sionaries and priests to the New World , and assisting in 

the building of the i r churches , the king p os ses sed the 

right to use the revenue as he chose. The devout Spanish 

monarchs preferred to donate the greatest part of this 

revenue to the clergy, bishops, hospitals , and other 

pious institutions. 26 

As a privilege of royal pa t rona ge , the crown re

quired a royal p ermit to build all churches, hospi t als, 

and monasteries in the c olonies . No clergyman co uld go to 

the New World without a royal license. The king had the 

right to establish and c hang e the t e rritorial limits of 

pari shes and dioceses. No r emoval of an ecclesiastic 

could be made without royal permission. All communications 

from the pope could be enforced in America only after re

ceiving the approval of the Co unc il of the Indies. 27 

26 
Mecham, Church and State , 29. 

27Haring, The Spanish Empire , 181. 



CHAPTER II 

THE AZTEC RELIGION PRIOR TO THE CONQUEST 

AND ITS INTERACTI ON WITH CATHOLICISM 

The sixte enth century conquest and conversion of the 

natives of Mexico by the Roman Catholic Church of Spain was 

one of the lar gest ever attempt ed . Never before had so 

large a group of people been persuaded to embrace a new 

religion in so short a time . Within a century the area 

south of the Rio Grande was nominally Catholic.
1 

In 

order to understand how such a ma ss c onquest and conversion 

could have been accomplished , the preconquest reli g ion of 

Mexico must be cons idered , for the habit of being religious 

is a le gacy that the Mexic a n r eceived from his ancestors. 

Much to the surprise of th e early Spanish conq uor ors and 

missionaries, there were many similar beliefs in the pa g an 

and Chri stian reli gions which hastened the conversion pro

cess. Yet one culture never wholly replaces another, and 

some of the pag an practices are still evident in the Mexican 

religion. 

1i3raden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 3. 
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The Aztec religion will be the only native faith ob

served in this study because that was the primary one that 

the Spanish encountered. The Aztecs do not deserve credit 

for the highly-compl ex religious system they were practicing 

at the time of the conquest. Comparative newcomers to the 

Anahuac Valley of Mexico, arriv i n g in the twelfth or thir

teenth century, the Azt ecs borr owed their culture from the 

2 
Toltecs, Mayas and others. Th e synthesis of the faiths 

of preceding tribes with their own caused a striking in

congruity to appear in the Aztec r e l igious system. Two 

distinct and differing influenc es are evident, for some 

portions of their faith bear the ma rk of refinement, while 

other parts are brutal and s evere. This diversity suggests 

that the Aztecs adopted segments of their predecessors' 

milder faith into their own h arsher system, with the latter 

remaining more dominant.3 

The early friars and missionaries were amazed at the 

similarities between the pag an and Christian faith and often 

noted in their writings that the strange mixture of truth 

2J. Fred Rippy, Historical Evolution of Hispanic 
America, 24. 

3william Hickling Prescott, A History of the Conquest 
of Mexico, 22. 
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and idolatry in the native religion could only have been 

the work of the devil. Neve r theless , the first priests 

and friars took every advantage of the analogies between 

the two religions to hasten the process of conversion. 4 

The Aztecs, like the Christians, believed in the idea 

of one Supreme Being. Although the natives had a plurality 

of deities, they recognized a superior Cre &tor whom they 

addressed in their prayers with words bearing a remarkable 

res emblance to Biblical scripture . Not sophisticate d 

enough to endow their Supreme Being with volition to carry 

out His purposes alone, they b el i eved He was dependent on 

lesser deities. The natives made no attempt to r epres ent 

him in a v isual or objective manner as was the cus tom with 

all the other inferior gods and g od dess e s. 5 The Aztecs 

called Him Teotl, a word which in pronunciati on and spell-
. 6 

ing greatly resembles the Greek word for g od , theos. 

Below the Supreme Being were more than two hundred 

lesser deities and thirteen major gods to preside over 

¾raden, Religious Asp ects of the Cona uest, 75. 
5 
Prescott, History of the Conquest, 22-23. 

6 Braden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 21. 



earthly affairs, each with a special c onsec ra ted feast 

day.7 Friar Bernardino de Sahag un
8 

records the complete 

list of feast days the Indians celebrated during each of 

18 

the eighteen months in the Azt e c calendar. The country

side was covered with shrines and t emples dedicated to these 

numerous deities. 

The organized nativ e pries t ho od h ad much influence on 

the Aztec r eli g ion. Combining as t r olog y and superstition, 

the pagan clergy greatly i mpresse d the masses with their 

awesome ceremonies. 9 Various rel igious orders compo sed 

the hierarchy of the priesthood , and each order was de

voted to the worship of one particular g od. A high

priest governed at the top of this organization, foll owed 

in rank by bishops and ordinary priests . The office of 

pr iest was not permanent, although many gave their whole 

lives to it. Being chast e and honorable men , the pagan 

pri esthood possessed dignity as well as the high esteem of 

10 
their people. While allowed to marry, the native clergy 

lived in monastic quarters withi n the confines of their 

temples when performing their duties . Prayer three times 

7Prescott, History of the Conquest, 22-23. 

8see Appendix. 

9Prescott, History of the Conquest, 25. 
1 0i3raden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 48-52. 
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daily and once at night, and the obs e rvation of fasts and 

harsh penances composed thei r strictly r egulated lives 

within the temples. 

The number of nativ e pr iests was l arge , for at the 

Aztec capital five thousand me n served in the principal 

temple alone. Within the hierarchy of thi s temple, as in 

all others, precis e r ank desig n a ted each priest's functions 

and duties. Some managed the cho i r s , o t hers arrang ed feast 

days, and still others supervised the educ ati on of the 

11 
children. 

The Aztec priests, like their Catholic co unte r parts, 

administered the rites of confession and absolution . The 

pag an Indian also prac ticed oral confession with ou t a priest. 

Friar Jeroni mo de Mendiet a12 states that about twi c e a year 

the Indian traveled alone to a r emot e temple or shr ine to 

make his oral confession. 13 When conf essing to a priest , the 

secrets of the confessional and penance imposed were pro

tected as inviolable. Yet, because it was thought unpardon

able to repeat an offence once absolution was granted, an 

llprescott, History of the Conquest , 25-26. 

12 
See Appendix. 

13Braden, Religious Aspects of th e Conquest, 69. 

172692 

EST\ LL L\ B RARY 
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Indian usually made his one c onfession to a pries t late in 

life. This absolution freed h im from le gal as well as 

spiritual punishment. Long a f t er the c onquest many Indians 

sought to escape arrest by a c e r tific a te of confession. 14 

Friar Juan de Torquema da1 5 estimates that approximately 

forty thousand temples dedicated to the worship of Indian 

deities existed in Mexico at t he time of the c onquest . The 

temples were called teocalli , and were built in a rectangular 

shape, exce pt those honoring Quetzalcoatl . His temples were 

round since he was the god of wind and would mee t less re

sistance passing through this shape of building . In addi

tion to the temples, shrines adorne d the roadsides and 

hills. 16 The lands surround ing the temples were annexed, and 

the priests managed these propertie s and thei r tenants with 

17 a degree of gene r osity . 

At Coz umel , an island off the coast of Yucatan, the 

sight of a stone and lime cross amazed He rnan Cortez18 and 

14Prescott, History of the Conquest, 26. 

15see Appendix. 

16
Braden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest , 52-53. 

17Prescott, History of the Conquest , 27-28. 

18 See Appendix. 
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his men. This cross was the symbol of the god of rain and 

the god of health throughout Mex i co. Even the Spanish 

conquerors thou ght it very c urious that the cross was 

venerated in the New World as well as the old.
19 

Found 

in many places in Mexi co, th e cross also appeared in 

native painting s and codices. The cross was not patterned 

20 
after the Latin, for all arms wer e of equal length . 

The Aztec treatment of the dead and belief in an 

after-world did not differ greatly from the Christian. 

After death the nativ e practic e was to dress the deceased's 

body in the vestments of his titular deity . After a cere

mony to drive away evil spirit s , the body was burned. The 

ashes of the deceased were kept in a vase in his family's 

home. 

Three states of being composed the Aztec's af terworld 

existence. First, there was everlasting da rkness for the 

wicked. Yet, contrary to Christian b el ief, there was an 

absence of physical torture in thi s destiny assigned to the 

wicked. The second group, those dying of certain diseases, 

would enjoy an afterlife of rather indolent cont e ntment. 

Lastly, the heroes and warriors entered the heavens with a 

19Prescott, History of the Conquest , 101. 

20 Braden, Religious Asne c ts of the Conquest, 61-62. 
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dancing and singing procession, where their spirits were 

to dwell in the garden of paradise . 21 

Among other details of the nat i v e faith which closely 

resembles Catholicism is baptism. This native ceremony in

volved sprinkling water on the bosom and lips of a child 

for the purpose of removin8 the sins with which the infant 

had entered the world. 22 Other similarities were monaster

ies training the young native men, and convents the women. 

Also the Aztecs used incens e , holy water, sacred ointments, 

bells, charms , and ashes as a part of thei r religious 

ceremonies. 23 

Another aspect of the Aztec r eligion, the legend of 

Quetzalcoatl, while not similar to Catholicism should not 

be overlooked. The legend of Quetzalcoatl played an influ

ential role in the r elationship of the Indians and Spaniards 

during the c onquest for it helps to account for the accept

ance of the Spaniards as g ods by the Aztecs , thus making 

both the conquest and conver s ion swifter. The legend it

self is a subject upon which many Mexican churchmen have 

enjoyed conjecturing theories. Quetzalcoatl was one of the 

21Prescott, History of the Conquest, 24. 

22 Ibid., 25. 
23Gruening, Mexico, 230-232. 
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three principal native g ods who ov er shadowe d all the other 

deities. 24 According t o l egend , Quetzalc oa t l came as a 

strang er to live with the Mex icans , and afte r g iving them 

instruction i n art and a gr i cu ltur e , s ai le d off to sea. 

Before leaving h e prophesied tha t s ome day he or s ome one 

like him, wi t h wh it e s ki n and be a r d , wo uld c ome a gain and 

~ 25 p erfect the ir skills i n the c ult ur a l ar~s . Que tzalcoatl 

predic t ed t hat he woul d r etur n in the ye a r Ce Aca t l. This 

was one of the fifty- t wo y e a r s wh i ch ma de up t h e c ycle of 

divided time in the Aztec c alendar. Str ang e l y enough, 

while it was not known i n which cyc l e it would occur, the 

year, 1519, was the year of Ce Ac at i . 26 

There h as b e en much dis a gr eement c onc erning the origin 

of the st ori e s c onc e r ning Qu e tza l coat l. His to r ians such as 

Jesuit Alfredo Chavero27 belie v e that most of the I ndian 

prophe c i es did not exis t a t al l , b ut wer e fabrications of 

24Braden, Re l ig i ou s Aspect s of the Conq ue s t , 28-30. 

2~ ippy, His pan i c Ame r i c a , 25. 

26Braden, Reli g i ous Aspe c t s of the Conq ue st, 34-35. 

27 See Appendix. 



the missionaries and conquerors in order to hasten the 

conquest and conversion. Nevertheless, clear reference 

24 

to this legend is found in the earliest writings concern

ing the conquest. Hernan Cort e z in his own letters to 

Emperor Charles V gi ves a full account of the prophecy as 

told to him by Montezuma. 28 Friar Toribio de Motolini a 29 

and Friar Bernardino de Sahag un both rais e no doubt as to 

the existence of t his prophecy . On no other basi s does it 

seem possibl e to explain Montezuma's hesitancy in destroy

ing Cortez and his forc e s long before they reached his 

capital.JO 

Since the legend of Quetzalcoatl is not clear as to 

the physical origin of this deity, churchmen and scholars 

in Mexico have theorized severa l possibilities. Bartolome 

de Lai Casas31 believed that he came to the Aztecs from the 

28cortez wrote five long letters to the emperor shortly 
after the events of the conquest occurred . Supposedly these 
reports are an accur a te account of what happened , but 
Cortez 's enemi es have charged that since his own fortune s 
were involved Cortez colored his narrative . The letters were 
writ t en July 10, 1519; Oct. 30, 1520; May 15, 1522; Oct. 15, 
1524; and Sept. 3, 1526. Braden , Religious Aspects of the 
Conquest, 317. 

29see Appendix. 

30Braden, Religious Aspe cts of the Conquest , 40-41. 

31see Appendix. 
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East, probably from the Yucatan with followers . Friar 

Juan Torquemada and others agreed with Las Casas and his 

theory. Friar Jeronimo de Mendieta thought Quetzalcoatl 

came from the Yucatan area to the city of Cholula, because 

he was the most highly esteemed g od in that city. Another 

early church writer, Mariano Veytia, 32 from the various 

accounts that he had read c oncluded that Quet zalcoatl ar

r i ved from the North . Father Die g o de Duran33 and the 

brilliant scholar Sique nza y Gongora , 34 both writers of the 

colonial period, believed that one of the apostles , probab

ly St. Thomas, preached in Mex ico and was Quetzalcoatl . 

These speculations were supported by the similarities be

tween the nati v e practice s and Christianity . Then there 

were those who felt that two Quetzalcoatls existed , one of 

whom was a man, and the other, the g od of wind. 35 

The crusading faith brought by the conquistadores 

blended easily with the Indian paganism . Like their ances

tors in northern Europe during the Middle Ages, the clergy 

smashed the false idols, but adopted the rituals and legends 

32Ibid . 

JJibid. 

34Ibid. 

35Braden, Religious Asoects of the Conquest, 32-36. 

-------
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that could be rec onciled wi t h their faith . 36 By deliberate

ly maintaining ties with the pas t and keeping some of the 

pagan traditions, a modified Mexican form of Catholicism 

was developed. 

First, the church n o t only g a v e the Indian a chance 

to save his life, but l e ft him h i s ol d fa ith in the Indian 

gods. The clergy superimpos ed i t s new f a ith on the older 

religious heritag e left b y the precon q uest nati ves. When 

the friars destroyed temples of i do ls, th ey built their 

churches on the very sites where t he old go ds had been 

honored, using the old temple stones as the ir foundation 

materials . The priests and mi ssionaries replaced the au

thority of the pag an priesthood , and the Indian permitted 

himself to be corrected and punishe d by t his new spiritual 

power. The native built churche s for t he new clergy, just 

as he had previously built te mples and pyramids for his pr e

conquest religion. Even the s e t ting aside of lands to be 

worked for the maintenance of the pr i ests and missions ha d 

37 
its origin in his earlier reli g ion . 

The church preserved the link betwe e n the past and 

present for the Indian, giving him a sense of continuanc e 

to bis life . The mystical tie to the supernatural was 

36 
Henry Bamford Parkes,~ Hi story of Mexico , 106. 

37 
Frank Tannenbaum, Pe a c e £1 Revolution , 38-42. 

- - --------
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never broken, regardless of how little the I n di an really 

unders t ood the church's d octrine . 38 

The survival of ancient cus t oms and r ituals of the 

native r e ligi on is evident in the Mexican Catholi c faith 

most conclusively in three ar e as . These are : ( 1) the re 

tenti on of native feast days as Christian holidays; (2) 

t he performance of na t iv e _d anc es on reli g ious occasions ; 

and (3) the renaming of pag an dei ties and shrines with 

Christian names.39 

The reli gi o us hol i days of t he Me x i c a n Church are s ti ll 

very much like the pagan feas t d ay s . The fe stival of All 

Saints and All Souls on the fir st and s e c on d day s of Novem

ber is a cont inuation of the pre conques t wor ship of the 

goddess of death by the I ndians . The Ch r isti an priests a l 

lowed these r ites to be combine d wi th t h ose of the chur ch , 

and thus the heathen cus t om has main t a ine d itself to the 

present day.40 Another church h olid ay , the Friday of Sor 

r ows, which paradoxic a lly is a r i ot of flowe rs and beve r a ges , 

41 
h as r eplaced the Aztec spring festival . 

3 8Frank Tannenbaum, Mex i co, The Str uggle 
and Bread, 124 . 

f or 

39Braden, Rel ig i ous AsEe cts of t he Conq uest , 

40ibid. , 293 . 

41 
Gruening , Mex ico , 240 . 

Peace 

280- 281. 
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The adoption of nativ e cu stoms on r elig ious holidays 

did not always meet the approv al of the church. As early 

as 1539 the J un ta of the chur ch legislated a g ainst certain 

abuses which had dev e loped , but ne i t her they nor their 

predecessors had been able to banish them . The council 

decreed that the Ind i ans should not b e p ermi tted to hold 

f easts in whi ch there were costume s, eating , dancing , and 

wine, nor were t here to be joint f e stivals with neighboring 

parishes. Yet the v ery cus t oms a nd pr ac t ices the church did 

not desire had to be tolera ted or a ccepte d b e cause that was 

the only way the Indians would a c c e p t Chr i stian ity . 4 2 

During the c olonial p erio d the Indians did not cele

brate as many feast days as the Spaniards did . The church 

required the I ndians to obse r v e only t we lve feas t days be

side Sunday, whil e the Spani a rds were obli g ated to observe 

forty - two feast days. The r easons for t h is c onc e ssion were 

the extr eme poverty of the Indians, and the number of work 

days that would be lost by hold i ng too many Indian 

festivals.43 

Native danc i n g a s a part of the reli g ious activities 

or ceremonies , while frowned upon by the officials of the 

4 2Braden , Religious Aspects of the Conquest, 174-175. 

43 5 Ibid., 17. 
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church, has never been abandoned . The religious dance is 

not wholly of pag an origin, for in Spain people often 

danced and sang in their relig ious processions . However , 

not all the religious dances that survived in Mexi co were 

imported ; some were native dances which the priests per

mitted to be carried ove r into Catholicism. Usually such 

dances were performed outsid e the chur ch and the cos t umes 

and music were also na tive . 44 Stuart Chase, twentieth 

century economist and hist ori an , gives an interesting per

sonal exp erience of seeing a p agan dance which has been 

incorporated i nto the Mexican r eligi on as follows : 

At Taxco .. . I s aw the famous ti g e r 
dance. It was perf ormed i n the courtyard of 
a h i llside chapel b y a group of Indi a ns ar
rayed in ma s ks an d spec i al cost umes , to the 
music of drum and pipe p layed s i multaneously 
by a sing le music ian . Fo r hour s the pipe wove 
its primitive tune , the drum thumpe d its stir 
ring , monotonous rhythm , and the dancers, sur 
ro unded by a dens e ring o f e nchanted Ind i ans , 
stamped out the long an d involved story of the 
tig er hunt . (By tiger Mexicans mean j aguars; 
there are of cour se no g enu i n e wild ti g ers in 
the Western Hemisphere .) At it s conclusion, 
dancers and spectators filed into the chap el 
and listened to the pri est perform mass, while 
litt le boys in the tower s turned the great 
bells over and over . The ma ss finish ed, every 
body repaired to the courtyard again , ate and 
drank at little booths which had sprung up 
like mushrooms, discharged fireworks, listened 



to the village band, g ambled wi t h grains 
of corn on pictures , and watchad itinerant 
acrobats perform on bars and wi res strung 
to the church wa ll its e lf. I t ried with 
no success to pic ture such a scene in front 
of any Catholic church I had ever seen . 
Aztec dance, Roman mass , itinerant circus, 
all enacted in the same holy precincts , 
and in a fairly sophisti c ated town as 
Mexican towns go . 45 

30 

The third way in which pa g anism influences the Mexi 

can relig ion is the tran sferenc e of ancient deities into 

Christian ones in the g uise of Catholic saints . Shrines 

and sites sacred to the old gods were appropriated for 

similar forms of Chris tian worship . 4 6 The Spani sh re

ligion was virtually as polytheistic as the Indian 's pagan 

faith with its particular devo tion to the Virgin and Saint 

James of Compostella, adoration of co untle ss s a ints , and 

belief that supernatura l powers res i ded in the relics and 

bones of saints. 47 Thus, the f ri ars brought the Indian 

new saints not unlike his old idol s , and the Indian prayed 

to them in the same language and with the same prayers and 

songs be had used · for centuries. Even today the favorite 

45stuart Chase, Mexico , A Study of Two Ame ri c as , 
99-100. 

46 
Brad en, Religi o us Asnects of the Conquest, 296. 

4 7Parkes , A History of 107 . 
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saints and shrines in Mexi co a r e t h ose descended from pre

conquest days. Perhap s t h e b e s t examp le of an exchang e of 

a pagan shrine and deity for a Cathol i c fi g ure is the ap

pearance of Our Lady of Gua dalupe on the v e r y spot sacred 

to the goddess of the earth , wh o of all the na t ive deities 

most resembled the Virgin . 4 8 Not onl y t he Virgin and saints 

were Indianized, but many s tatues and f i g ures of Christ were 

blackened and distort ed t o ma ke them look more like idols 

of the past. 49 

4 8Braden, Religious Aspects o~ the Conques t, 302. 

49Gruening, Mexico, 237. 



CHAPTER III 

THE ARRIVAL OF THE CROSS AND SWORD 

The church's work in the New World began in the West 

Indies shortly aft e r Columbus ' third voyage . The Francis

cans arrived at Santo Domingo before 1500, and the Domini-

cans came in 1510.
1 

From the Indies, e cclesiastics trav-

eled with the conquist adores to the mainland where they 

played their part in the conquest . When news of Hernan 

Cortez's victories reached Spain, the first missi onaries 

were sent to New Spain within a few year s . Thus, the work 

of not only converting the Indians, but saving them from 

extinction had be g un. During this early period the colo

nial church was forced to take a position on a diff icult 

problem, the encomienda system . Because this economic 

system of land ownershi p and forced labor was both an evil 

and a necessity, some cle r gyme n struggled to bring about 

reforms in the encomiend a system, while others fought just 

as hard to protect the sys tem from any c hange . 

2 
Much is known of Hernan Cortez, the military con-

queror, who with approximately seven hundred men completely 

1Haring, Spanish Empire , 185. 
2 

See Appendix. 
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subjected the entir e Aztec empi r e . Yet relatively little 

is known about Cortez , the apostle of Chris t ianity . Friar 

Jeronimo de Mendieta as well as othe r _ clerics thought of 

Cortez as God ' s special instr ument , for in his Hi s t oria 

Eclesiastica Ind iana he writ es : 

It ought to be we ll p o~d e red how , without 
any doubt God chose th e v a l i ant Cortes as his 
instrument for opening the door and preparing 
the way for the preachers of the gospe l in the 
new world , wher e the Ca tholic church mi ght be 
restored and c ompensated b y the conversi on of 
many souls for the gr eat loss and damages which 
the accursed Luther was to caus e at the same 3 time within the established Christianity ...• 

From Cortez's correspondences throughout the c onquest , 

it appears that he considered h i s campaign a holy crusade, 

with God's help and protection on his sid e . 4 Hi s attitude 

toward conversion of the Indians in Mexi co was typi cal of 

the Spanish c onquerors . Cort e z s ought a hasty c onversion 

from pagan to Christian faith , and b elieved that the sword 

was as g ood an argument as the tong ue . The history of 

Moslem occupation in Spa in had shown the c on quistadores 

how successful relig ion spr ead by the sword could be . 

Thus, if a bad cause could flo urish by means of the sword , 

3Braden, Religiou s Aspects of the Conquest , 76 . 

4 Ibid ., 77. 
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how much better a good cau se would succeed . F or Cortez 

e v er y battle was a holy battle , and the conversion of one 

sou l was worth the effor t for it could wi pe out many of 

5 
hi s own per sonal sins . 

The first two missionaries to penetrate New Spain , 

J uan Diaz , a secular priest, and Barto lome de Olmedo , a 

6 
Francisc an monk , traveled with Cortez and h i s forces . 

Olmedo had sailed with an earlier expedit ion unde r Juan 

de Grijalva
7 

t o the coast of Yuc atan , Mexic o, and as fa r 

north as the modern day city of Verac ruz in 1518 . He i s 

believed to have baptized one n ative on this former t r i p, 

but the honor of pe rforming the f i rs t Chr i stian mass in 

New Spain belong s to anothe r priest, Alonso Gonzales , wh o 
8 

s a i led with Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba to the coast 
9 

of Yucatan in 1517 . Ol med o stayed with Cortez's expedi -

tion through the conquest, and died in Mexi co City in 

1524. 
10 

5Prescott , Histo r y of the Conquest , 102 . 

6 
Braden , Religious Asuects of the Conquest , 87 . 

7 See App e ndix . 

8 
Ibid . 

9 
Hubert Howe Bancrof t, History of Mex ico , II , 157-158. 

10 S chlarman , Mexico , 125. 
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Juan Diaz , confessor of ~Iernan Corte z , became the 

first parish priest in New Spain, and is cre dited , along 

with two helpers, with performing one million one hundred 

thousand baptisms in Mexi co.
11 

Diaz resigned his post in 

Mexi co to ac c ompany an expedition into Guatemala . Upon 

his r e turn to New Spain in 1529, Dia z was k illed in an 

Indian uprising at Quecholac .
12 

While Cortez c onsulted these two ecclesiasti cs on 

religious matt ers, it was no t they who gav e most of the 

religious instruc ti on to the native s , b ut Cortez through 

an interpreter . The reli gious func t i ons of the two men 

seem to have been the saying of mass , hearing the confes

sion of soldiers, and performing other services r eserved 

chiefly for the Spaniards . 1 3 

Even though Cor tez had no express commissi on from the 

king of Spain for the con v ersion of Indians, as he sailed 

under the direc ti on and or ders of the gov ernor of Cuba, he 

felt compelled to crusade for the Christian fa i th in all 

11 
Gruening , Mexi co, 230 . 

12 
Bancroft, Mexi c o , II , 158 . 

13 
Braden, Religious Asnects of the Conquest , 87. 
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conquered native towns. Such efforts be g an on Cozumel 

I sland off Yuca tan , where he and his me n saw the ir first 

pagan rites performed in February , 1519 . 14 Cozumel Island 

15 
can be located on Map I . There, in or der to conv ert the 

Indians more quickly, Cor tez ordered the old idols rolled 

down the stai rs of the temple , an altar b uilt therein, and 

mass performed on the spot . If h is interpreter did not 

succeed in convincing the natives why they should accept 

this new faith , they we r e certainly impressed by the bold-

16 
ness of the invaders . 

Shortly a fter leaving Cozumel in March of 1519, Cortez 

17 
rescued a Spanish ecclesiastic, Jeron imo de Ag ui lar, from 

the Mayans . Aguilar proved to be quite us efu l to Cortez 

with his knowledge of the ~ ayan lan g ua~e . Agui lar 's us e -
18 

fulness was further increased when Dona Mar ina, an Aztec 

14 
Ibid ., 80 - 81 . 

1 ~ap I , "Route of Cortez from Cuba to Mex i co City ", 
Rippy, Hispanic America, 5; Schlarman, Mex ico , i n side pages; 
and Lopez de Gomara , Cortes , trans . Lesley Byrd Simpson, 
insid e cover . 

16 Prescot t , History of the Conque st , 103. 

17see Appendix. 

18
Ibid . 
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woman enslaved by the Mayans , was pres e nted to the Span

iards , for she spoke both the Aztec a nd Mayan tong ues 

well . Thu s , Cortez acquired two able interpreters . 19 

Following the coastline of Yucatan from Cozumel , the 

expedition landed at Tabasco on the Grijalva river . The 

Indians not being friendly, the Spaniards fought an hour 

long battle in which they took eight hundred Indian lives . 

After their victory , the Spaniards held a thanksgiving 

service in which they expr es sed t hei r be lief that the Holy 

Apostle James, patron of Spanish warriors , had ridden and 

fought with them that day . In Tabasco the first twenty 

Indians were baptized, all of them being t he ~ omen given 

as mistresses to the Spanish officers . Dona Marina was 

among this group . 20 Lat er, the first n ativ e males would 

be bapti ,.ed at Tlaxcala when five Indian chi e fs r ecei ved 
21 

the s ac r ament from Father Juan Diaz . 

After landing at Veracruz in April , Cortez be gan the 

overland march to the Aztec c api tal . On this march he 

sought to spread Christianity wherever the expedition 

stopped . The g roup camped at Cholula in October, the mos t 

19
Priestley, Mexican Nation , 37. 

20 
Braden , Religious Asnects of the Conquest, 82- 85. 

21 
Ibid ., 103 . 
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important religious ci ty i n Me x i co next to the Aztec capi

tal . After a dmonish i n g t h e Cho lulan chie fs several times 

fo r not destroying t h e ir i dols, Cort e z b e c ame very angry 

and impatient at their resist anc e . F a t h e r Olmedo cautioned 

him at this time as i n ma ny i ns t ances , not to force the 

faith on these pe ople . To d e s t r oy t he i r i dols would mean 

l i ttle if the y d i d n o t have a true unde r s t anding of the 

new reli g ion. Th e argumen t that Cortez us ed at Cholula to 

convince the nat ive s of t h e i mp ot e n c e of the ir g ods was why 

had the i r powerful de i ties a llowed them t o be d e feated by 

the Spaniard s aft er pr omi s i n g them v ic t or y . Accordingly , 

t heir g ods were fal se , and the n a t i ves them s e lves must de

str oy such dece i tfu l g o ds .
22 

Aft e r taking up r esidenc e in the Az tec capital of Tenoch

titlan in Nov ember of 1519 , Cortez be g an t o p e rsevere in his 

efforts t o g et Mont e zuma, 23 t h e Aztec chief , to g ive official 

recognition to the r e l i g i on of t he c onque r or s , if not ac

cept it himself . On e day whi l e s tandi r.g on t op of the great 

temple pyramid , Cortez is r ec or ded to ha v e looked over the 

entire c i ty from the hi gh mo n umen t , and t h e n remarked to 

Friar Olmedo that it wa s time to ask Mont ezuma for permi s

sion to build a Christian ch ur ch th er e a mong the Azte c idols. 

22 Ibid ., 104. 

23 · 
See Appendix . 
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When Cortez ma de h i s r eq uest t o p l a c e a cr o ss a nd imag e of 

the Holy Virg in on t h e summit of t h e t emp le b e side the 

gods , Tezc a tli p oca and Huitzilopo ch i t ll, Mont ezuma wa s s o 

ind ignan t th a t he c o uld not a n swer . 24 Later , Cor tez had 

h i s way and a Ch r ist i an al ta r wa s built in thi s most sac red 

of all pl a c e s to t he Aztecs , inf uriating the Indians , and 

he l ping to pr e ci p i tate t he f amou s noche triste retr eat of 

June 30 , 1 520 out of t he c ity . 25 

Whe n Cort e z and his for c es a g a in took p oss e ssion of 

Tenochtitlan in Aug us t of 1 521, f i v e ecclesiasti c s a c com

p anied t h e g r oup . Two of the c ler i cs , Bartolome de Olmedo 

and Juan Diaz , h a d s a ile d wi t h Cort e z from Cuba in 1519 . 

Juan de Leon and Juan Di az de Gu e v a ra had come as pa r t of 

t he un s uccess ful exp e di ti on s e n t t o s ubo r di nate Cortez b y 

the governor o f Cuba . Ped r o Me l gare jo d e Urre a , a Fr anc i s

can monk , c ame to s ell i n d ul g ences to the Spani a rd s for 

thei r cr i me s agai n st t h e Indian s . He wa s r obbe d on bi s re

tur n t o Spain in 1 522 by French p ira t e s . To thi s gr o up 

c ould b e ad ded J e ronimo d e Ag uilar , the e ccl e si a sti c i n

ter pr ete r , who fre q uently as sisted at ma s s . 26 

24
Br ad e n, Reli g i ou s Asne cts of the Con qu e st , 110 . 

Tezcat lipoc a c orr espond s to Jupit e r in t h e Az t e c panthe on. 
Huitz ilopochtli was the g od of wa r . See Br a den , 2 8 - 30 . 

25 Ibid ., 116 - 120 . 

26Banc roft , Mexi c o , II , 157 - 159 . 
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After the c onquest , it was inevitable that the task of 

conversion should pass out of the hands of Cort e z t o the 

church. Cort e z himself wrot e Emperor Char les V urg ing that 

missionaries be sent f rom Spain to c arry ou t the work that 

he had b egun. In his letter Cor te z asked tha t members of 

the reli g ious orders be sent to New Spain instead of bish

ops or prelates , for high officials often indulge d in 

riotous living . Th e natives, being a cc ustome d to a priest 

hood that would not depart from t h e practices and teachings 

of their rel igion , would have little faith in the Catholic 

Church if they saw t h e priests practicing the vic e s and pro

fanations c ommon in Spain at tha t time . This sugge stion was 

acc epted and resu lted in the sending in 1524 of twelve 

humble Franciscans . 2 7 

Throughout h i s life Cortez continued to be a great bene

factor of the colonial church in Mexico . 28 He was al so the 

patron of the earliest hospital in New Spain . 29 Cortez 

s uperv ised the bu ilding of the first church on the site of 

the great Azt ec temple pyramid, using the broken statues of 

the n ative god s a s founda ti on stones . 30 In an important 

27Prescott , History of the Conquest , 520 . 

28 
Bancroft, Mexico , 388 . 

29Haring , Soanish Empire , 193 . 

30Prescott, History of the Conq ue st , 517 . 
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letter of 1524 , he s ent orders to the people of New Spain 

re garding the proper religio u s treatment of th e Indians . 31 

Never losing his flair fo r dramatics , Cort e z upon hearing 

that th e p e opl e of Texcoco32 were anger e d be ca use the ir 

chief had be en flogged for missing mass , deliberately mis sed 

mass hims e lf . When he was s ent for by the f r iars, h e al

lowed th em to strip and flog him before a large g roup of 

natives. 33 

In his will Cortez provided for the founding of a 

monastery , hospital , and colle g e of theology for the na

tives, as well as endowr.1ents for &lready existing religiou s 

institutions . He provi ded that masse s be said fo r many 

years after hi s death not only for his s oul, b ut for his 

men and Indian allies who had d i ed dur ing the c onques t . 34 

Even though Cortez had requested mi ssionaries shortly 

aft e r the c onquest , the r e was a hesitancy on t h e part of 

both the church and laity to send missi onaries to New Spain , 

31Br aden , Re l igious Aspects of t he Conquest , 189 . 
This lette r is dis cu ssed later in thi s chapte r . 

32 This t own , locat e d a short distance outside of Mexi-
co City , h as three spelli ng s for its name , Texcoc o, Texcu
co, an d Tetzcoco . 

33Bancroft , Mexico , II, 167. 

3~raden , Religious Asue c ts of the Conque st , 79. 
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because so lit tle was known of the area , and the re was 

still some slight doubt as to the validity of Spain's 

righ t to this new territory.35 While papa l bulls grant 

ing permission to the Spaniards to go to New Spai n were 

issued a t the time of the conquest , it was 1524 before the 

fi rst group a rrived f r om Spain . 

On April 25 , 1521, Pope Leo X had g r anted pe r miss ion 

to p r each to the Indians of New Spain to two Franci sc ans , 

Juan Glapion , a Flemish friar , a ,d Fri a r Francisco de 

Angeles , a Spaniard. This wa s four months before the fall 

of Tenochtitlan . The Franciscan rr.onks were to p r each , con

fess , b aptize , rr.arry , absolve , admin 'ste r the sac r aments of 

the eucharist and extreme unction, consecrate churche s , and 

ex- communic ate , all without inte r fer enc e from lay or ec 

clesia stical authority . But before the plan could be c a r 

ried out , Pope Leo X and Juan Glapion had died , and Fr an 

cisco de Angeles h&d been e lec ted general of the Franciscan 

Order in Spain , and was unable to go . 

The new pope , Adrian VI , a Spaniard , gr anted e ven great 

er powers to the or~ers than his predeces sor had done . On 

May 13, 1522 a new papal bull stated that all mendi c ant 

friars were f r ee to undertake the conversion of the Indies 

35 
Bancroft , Mexico , II , 157. 



i f s uit e d by thei r kn owledg e and fo r me r life . Th ey were to 

exercise all epis c opa l f unc t i on s pr ovi ded that n o b i shop 

was ava i l able , or in are a s t wo d a ys dist a n c e f r om the 

bi shop ' s re s i den c e . 36 

Because of the h e si tati on of the cr own in sen di n g mis 

sionar ies t o New Spa i n , the fi r s t t h r ee Fr anci sc ans to ar 

r i v e were not Sp anish , b u t Fl emi sh . 3 7 Ju a n de Te c t o, Juan 

d e Aor a , and Pedro de Gant e 38 c ame wi thout s p e c if ic per 

mi s s ion , but r athe r under the gene r a l authorization given 

to a ll Fr anci sc ans t o engage in t he c onv e r s i on of t h e na 

tives . Be c ause this g r oup d id n ot spe ak Spanish , t hey s e t 

t le d a t Te x co co r a t h er t han in t h e capital c i ty , and be g a n 

the ir wor k immedia tely . Lit tle is known abo ut the ir labors 

fo r the c ont empor ar y writ ers conf i n e d t heir att e nti on to the 

lat e r Spani s h fri ar s and miss i onar ie s . 39 

The Fr a nciscan lay b rother , Pe dro d e Gante , or Peter of 

Ghent, was t h e outst a n d i n g membe r o f t he small gr o up of 

Flemish missionar ies . He is r e cog nized as the fathe r of 

ed uc at i on in Me xi co . Aft e r es t ab lishing a school for native 

36 I bid ., 160- 161 . 

37Br aden , Religi ou s Asue c ts of the Conqu e st , 13 2 . 

38s ee Append ix . 

39Bancr oft , · Mexi co , II , 161 - 162 . 
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childre n at Texcoco a nd teaching there fo r three years, 

Pedro de Gante mov e d to Mexi co City in 1527. There he 

r e sid ed at the San Francisco Ch urch a nd directed the school 

fo r forty years, having as many as one thousand students 

at one time . He prepared the first clas s of f ifty I ndian 

boys specifically to enable them t o ente r Santa Cruz Col

lege , the first secondary school in America . 4 ° Pedro de 

Gante discovered that the best way to instruct the se yo ung 

natives was to place them in boarding s cho ol s away from 

all the pagan influe nc es tnat th ey copi ed or le a rned at 

home from their parents . 4 1 Later in his life he was of

fe r ed many hi ghe r positions in the church including the 

archbishopric , but humbly declined them all . 4 2 

The f irst official group of Spanish Franc is can fria rs 

arrived in New Spain in 1 524 . Friar Martin de Valenci a, 4 3 

LD his fiftieth year led a group of twelve to the ne w con

tinent . Provinci a l head of his order at San Gabriel , Spai n, 

he acquire d the title of cu stodio , a nd his orders were to 

establish the Custodia de l Santo Evang elia in Mexico. On 

4°schlarman , Mexi c o , 131 - 133 . 

41Ke lley, Altars , 90 . 

4 2Bancroft, Mexico , II , 556 . 

4 3see App endix. 
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the island of Santo Doming o wh ere the gr oup spent six we eks, 

Val encia g a i ned the ad ditional title of inquisitor before 

proc e eding to New Spain . 44 

The friars did not rid e on horses or in wagons , b ut 

walked barefoot ed on the journey fr om the coast to Mexi co 

City . In every Indian villag e through which they passed 

crowds marvelled at their poor cr e ss . One of the friars , 

Toribio de Bene v ente , inquired why the Indians used the 

word , motolinia , so frequ e ntly wh en looking at the religious 

brethren . When he found out t he word me ant npoorn , he de- . 

cided that would b e his own n ame . 4 5 Th i s is the same Fr i ar 

Tor ibio Motoli n ia ref erred to earl ie r i n thi s study . 

When the twelve Francisc a ns reached Mexi co City , the 

natives were amazed at the disp a y of humility by Cortez 

and his men as the y kne lt in t h e dust and k issed the robe s 

of the friars . The Spa niar d s ha d show:-. litt l e respe c t t o 

the s a cred Montezuma , and aft e r t he conquest had t reated 

most native chiefs in a cond e sc e nd i n g manne r . Yet , thi s 

exhibition of humi l ity by the conquerors had its politi c a l 

reasons too . Th e friars, b e ing very infl uential at c ourt, 

would be s endi ng many r eports back to Spain mentioning th e 

44B ancroft , Mex i co , II , 162- 163 . 

4~r aden , Re li gious Asp e cts of the Conq ue st , 1 33-134. 
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condition of affai r s under the conquerors . Also , the con

trol of the Indians by the clergy would ass ure serf labor 

to work on the encomi endas for the conquistador es . 
46 

From the capital city, the Francis can f riars divided 

themselves into four districts and began thei r work of con

ver ting and teaching the Indians . Martin de Valencia , the 

le ad er of the g r oup spent thre e and a half years in Tlax

cala , from 1 527 to 1530, completing the construction of a 

monastery and teaching . In his attempts to eliminate idol

atry Val encia executed four stubborn Tlaxcalan chiefs who 

had defied his orders . 47 

While the clergy over looked some of the abuses and 

cruelty toward the Indians by the c onquero rs, the b e nefits 

t h at the Indians received from the a rrival of the early mis 

sionaries were substantial . The insistence by the church 

that an Indian wa s a human being, and could become a Chri s

tian, helped to pr event their extinction as a race . The 

church's sanc tion of marriage between Indian women and 

Spanish men improved the natives' position . By speak ing i n 

defense of the Indians , the church cont r ibuted to the de 

velopment of laws and attitudes which bettered their life . 

4 6 
Bancroft, Mexico , II , 166 . 

47charles Gibson , Tlaxcala in the Sixteenth Century , 34 . 
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Within its own org anization the church passed special laws 

and exemptions in b ehalf of t h e n a tives . With the assist 

ance of these missionaries, the g overnment of Spain solv e d 

its Indian probl ems much mor e succ e ssfully than the United 

States had done .
48 

In trying to pro te ct and Christianize the colonial 

Indians , early members of the cle r gy struggl ed to bring 

about reforms in t he lab or s y stem , the e nc omi enda , unde r 

which the natives wor ked . Th e encomien d a system had orig

inally been used in Spain as a tempor a r y g r a nt of land and 

jurisdiction b y the c r own t o the knights as a reward for 

victories gai ned in the wars against the Moors . The s e rv

ices of the people living on the l a nd b elong ed to the man, 

the e ncomendero , pos se s sing t he gr ant of lana . 49 The sys

tem had been in t r od uc e d to t he I nd ies b y the g overnor of 

Hispaniola, Don Ni colas de Ov a n do , in 1502 as a cure f or the 

c onfusi on and rebellion on t he isla nd caused by the rule of 

the Columbus brothers . Because the r e were no missionaries 

on the island as yet, the e nc omende r o s had to assume the 

obli gation of th e spiri t ua l c a re of the Indians under their 

charge in exchang e for the work the Indians did for them. 

48 
Tannenbaum , Pe a c e ~ Re volution , 36 - 37 . 

49
Haring , Sp anish Empi r e , 44- 4 6 . 
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In many respec ts , this system was a contrivance to avoi d 

the term, slavery . While the I n d i a ns could not be sold, 

they were overwor ked and not properly cared fo r physically 

or s pi r itually by the encomenderos . 50 

When the missionaries arrived in the Indies and in 

New Spain , many clergymen spo ke out aga inst the cruelty 

and mistreatment of the Indians under the enc omienda sys 

tem . Both the church and crown wante d to protect the na 

tive by humanitari a n laws, but at the same time were forced 

to rec ognize the nece ss i ty of such a system since the crown 

could not pay her conquerors in the New Wor ld . Thirty- two 

years aft e r the first protests by mis sionaries in the In

dies , a r efor m prog r am to e l iminate the wr ong s of the en

comi end a sys tem , the New Laws of 1 542, was passed and then 

repeale d . The encomienda and i ts offsprir.g , t he hacienda 

and repart imiento , were to r emain unsett led problems f or 

the c lergy during the entir e coloni a l period . 

As early as 1503 the crown le galiz ed forced labor as a 

part of the er.c omienda syst em , but at th e s ame time tried 

to save the Indians from exploitation . While in theory the 

decree was carried out, t he obli g ation of protecting the 

50 
Simpson , Many Mexicos , 98 . 
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natives b e c ame a mere gesture . .o s enteeism of the encomen

dero s only made the system grow worse in the Indies . 51 

When the first Dominicans arrive d in 1510 , they b egan 

a c ampai gn to suppress the system. 52 One of the early 

defe nde rs of the nativ es a g ainst the encomienda system was 

the Domi nican friar, Antoni o de Montes ino s. 53 He r eg ular

ly used the pulpit to denoun c e th e Spani sh landlords . 

Lat e r whe n r e called to Spa in , Montesinos addr e ssed King 

Fe r dinand on th e subject . 54 Such c omplaints were partially 

res po n sib l e for the Laws of Burgos issued by King Ferdinand · 

in 1 512. These laws , while conc erned with i mp r oving t he 

wor ki ng and living conditions of the Indians , brought them 

little r elief . A third of the Indians still h a d to work 

in th e mines , and all of them had to gi v e nine months annual 

s ervic e to the Spaniards . 55 

As it developed the I n dians in the Antilles were past 

sav ing , having been practi c ally ann i hi lated by the encomienda 

syst em . When introdu c ed by Cortez into Ne w Spain , the 

51Haring , Snanish Emni re , 44 - 46 . 

52simpson , Many Mexicos , 99 . 

53see Appendix . 

54Huber t Herring , ! History of Latin Ame rica , 173-174. 

55Haring , Spanish Emp ire , 47 - 49 . 
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system was much more successful, for these more hardy pe o

ple had lived and labored unde r native overlords . Th us , 

they a cc epted their Spanish masters with indiffer enc e . 56 

In 1523 , the Emp eror sent a letter of instru c ti on to 

Cortez dealing with the conversion and treatment of the 

Indians . In these or de r s the king prohibited the gr a nti ng 

of any new encomiendas, and r e voked those already granted , 

s tating that in view of previous expe rience i n the Indie s, 

the result of such a work system could only b e the ext inc

tion of the natives through mistre atmen t and sev er e labor. 5 7 

Cortez answered his Emp eror that the enforcement of such a 

measure would dissolve the colony, for the Spaniards would 

have no source of cheap lab or without the encomienda s y s-

tern . 

was 

The Empe ror yielded to this argument, and the order 

laid aside . 58 

The next year, 1524, Cortez sent his own instr uct i on s, 

many sections of which dealt with reli gi ous matter s, to t b e 

encomenderos and peopl e of New Spa in re garding the tre a t

ment of the natives . These ord ers were important f or t he y 

encouraged the conquerors to support the friars , and from 

56 
Simpson , Many Mexicos , 101 . 

57 Braden , Religious Asuects of the Conque st , 1 85-186. 

58 
Haring , Spani sh Empi r e , 51. 



the v iewpoint of the Indians gave the new r eligion th e 

prestige of Cortez ' s persona l backing . 

52 

I n these instructions Cort ez stated that the so n s of 

Ind i an chiefs must be educated in monasteries or b y t h e 

v illag e priest . If no priest or friar were available in 

the villag e to s e rve as a teacher, a capable pe r son h a d to 

be hired by the encome nd ero . Fai lure to c omply c ould r e -

sult in the loss of the e ncomi e nda grant . When two t h ou

sand or more Ind ians lived on one e r.0omienda , it was the 

encomendero's duty to s uppo r t a fr i ar or priest in or de r 

t o instruct and pre a ch. Smalle r villages must c ombine f or 

purposes of instruc tion . While a few Spaniards did f ollow 

these instruct ions , they failed in t heir purpose be caus e of 

the lack of priests , r esistance of the en corne nderos , and 

l ocal of f i cials who did not enfor c e them . 59 

Through th e urging of the missionaries in Mexi co, Pope 

Paul III issued a bull on June 2 , 1537 aboli sh ing sl avery 

in Catholic countrie s , and denying th e sacraments to any

one disobeying this edict . When the Council of the I ndies 

ordered that this b ull be enforced, new streng th was give n 

to the anticlerical sp i rit in the Sp anish c oloni e s. 60 The 

59B , raaen , 

60 Kelley , 

Religious Asnects of t he Conque st , 1 89-192. 

Altars , 63 - 65 . 
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papal decree emb a r ras s e d t he Emperor of Sp ain , wh o believed 

its penal t y f or disob edi enc e encroa ch ed on the crown's own 

ri ght of pa t ronag e . The next yea r the pope lessened the 

penalty , although Fr iar Bart olome de l a s Casas and othe r re

formers i g n ored the anno unc emen t of t h e ch a ng e . La s Cas as 

is cred ited with translati n g t h e ori g i n a l bull into Spanish 

and distribu t ing it through o ut the Indi e s . 61 

In 1539 Friar La s Ca sa s a ppear e d b efor e the Council of 

the Indies and the Empe ror to ple ad f or me asures of relief 

for the Indian s. So i mpre ssive we r e his arg ument s that he 

was ord ered to r emain at court unt il n e w me asures could be 

determined . Th at s ame y e a r a r oyal c ouncil of jurist s and 

ecclesiastics was e stab l i s ed for the p urp ose of f raming 

new ordinance s fo r the g ov e r nme nt of t he I n di es . Las Casas 

spoke to th e g r o up a dvoc at ing imme dia t e liber at ion of all 

natives r ega r d l es s of t h e ca use of enslavem ent . The coun

cil developed a c od e of l aw whi ch wa s g iven th e Emperor's 

approval on Nov embe r 20 , 1542 . Af t e~ re v i sions of the code 

by the counc i l , its publi ca t ion a nd e n f orc ement in Mexi co 

were order e d on J une 26 , 1543. 62 

The Laws of 1542- 43 were int en ded to g i v e the Indian 

an entir e ly new l egal st a tus . F orme rly it had been legal 

61ttaring , Span ish Emn i r e , 55 . 
62 

Bancroft , Mexico , II , 518- 519 . 
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to ens lave Indians caught i n ope n r ebe llion a gainst the 

Spanish . According to the New Laws a ll natives were t o b e 

set free , bu t with the prov i s ion that owners who already 

had such slave s might r etain those for whom they cou l d 

establish a l egal title . No mor e add i tional natives we r e 

to be enslaved . More dis a strous to the colonists , the in

he ritan ce of enc omi e n das was to b e ended ; no new enc omiendas 

were to be g r anted , and royal of f icials and churchmen were 

to be deprived of their pres ent encomiend a s . 

The king , r ealizing that thi s pro gram would need deli

cate handling , appointe d a member of the Co uncil of the 

Indies , Francisco Te l l o de Sandov a l, to a ssist th e first 

Viceroy of Mexi co , Antonio de Y< en doza . 6 3 Wben the royal 

visitor landed a t Veracru z in 1544 , many of the en comen

deros appeared in person to p l ead t hat the laws not be pro

clai med . Ne v erthe l ess , on March 24 , 15~4 they were p ub 

lished . 64 

Upon questioning me mber s of the 7 r a nciscan , the Domi n

ican , and other r eli g ious or ders , Tell o de Sandoval wa s i n

deed s urprised to f nd that they a greed with the enc ome n 

deros on the importance of c ontinuing the system of en

comienda s . The friars arg ued that the encomenderos t r eated 

63Me n d oz a was appoint e d v i ceroy in 1 529 , and held 
office from Nov ., 1535 to Oct . , 1550 . See Appe ndix . 

6½>riestley , Mexican Nat ion , 62 - 63 . 
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the Indians better than those living in the r oyal t owns 

were t r eated , where civil authority was much harshe r . 

Whethe r the clergy admitted it or not , t hey , too , we re 

beneficiaries of the enc omienda system . Most of t h e re 

l igious orders controlled their own encomi e ndas , and Bish

op Juan de Zumarrag a 65 owned a town and an encomienda by 

himselr . 66 

By r oyal d ec r ee on October 20, 1 545 the c on te sted 

provisions of the New Laws were revoked . 67 The wife or 

child of an encomendero c ou l d a g ain inherit the encomienda 

by ri ght of successi on , and the go v ernme nt seized no ad 

ditional encomiendas . Further enslav ement of the I nd i ans 

was forbid den , bu t c i v il autho r it ies delayed action on t h e 

abolition of slave r y . In 1551 the viceroy issued ano the r 

order fre e ing all slaves even if it meant t hat the mi nes 

68 mu s t c lose down . 

Many groups i ncludi n g the members of the r eligious 

orders urged that the encomi e nd a system be made pe rpetual 

65see Appendix . 

66Bancroft, Xex ico , II , 523-524 . 

67 
Ibid . , 527 . 

68 
Haring , Spanish Empire, 58 ; Kelley , Altars , 65 . 
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a s opposed to temporary , because those Spaniar ds who had 

no a ssuranc e of the duration of t heir grants wer e working 

the I ndian s to d eath . Even Bishop Zummarr aga i n 1529 r e 

que s te d per pe t ui ty . While Char les V promi s e d to ma ke th e 

encomiendas pe r p etual in 1528 and 1529 , he se cre tly ordered 

the audiencia69 in 1530 to gradually eradi c a t e t h e institu

ti on . The king halted his secret r esistanc e i n 1535 , fo r 

i n only fi v e yea r s a griculture had shown a de c line . New 

instr uctions issued to Viceroy Mendoza marked t h e r eturn of 

the encomienda t o royal favor . 70 Later p os s e s sion of an 

enc omienda was extend ed to the thi r d , fou r th , and fifth g en

eration . When a defect in succes sion did occ ur the encomi -

71 
enda gra nt escheated back t o the crown . 

I n the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the c rown 

taxed the encomend a r os so he a vily that it b e came l e ss pro f

i tabl e t o possess a grant . By 1720 the encomienda system 

wa s a l mos t gone , being r eplaced by the hacienda and r eoarti 

miento . A hacienda was a large ranch wher e the worke r s 

l i v e d in a group aro und the owner 's h ouse and wor ke d for 

69Before the creation of a viceroy in 1535 , t h e aud i 
encia was the head of c olonial g ov e rnment in New Spai~ 
This small g r oup o~ from five to s e ven memb er s wa s app oint ed 
b y the king or Council of the Indies . The aud ie ncia b e 
came an ad v isor y group for the vi c e r oy in 1 5 35 . 

?OHar ing , Spanish Empi r e , 52-53. 
71 Ibid ., 59 . 



57 

low wages . A r enartimiento was a contract for the use of 

a c ertain number of Ind ians for a pa r ti cula r leng th of time 

at low wages in a griculture , and mining . 72 

Throughout the colonial period the church in Mexi co 

was divided betwe en its desire to protect the Indians from 

the evils of the encomienda system, and the r ea lization 

that the system was an economi c necessity of which the 

church itself was a beneficiary . Mo s t clergymen preferred 

to work within the encomie n da system for its improvement , 

rather than to support re f orme r s who sought to completely 

abolish the who le work s ys tem. One such reformer, se eking 

to destroy the system, was Bartolome de l a s Casas, a Domin

ican friar previously menti oned in t h i s study , and most 

articulat e critic of the c onquistadores . 

Las Casas was born in 1474 in Seville , educated in law 

at the Uni versity of Sa l amanc a , and c ame to the island of 

Hispaniola in t he Indies in 1502 . After making h i s fortune, 

he entered the pries t h oo d in 1510 at the a ge of thirty- six . 

Las Casas accompanied t e tr o ops to Cuba and received an 

encomienda of Indians, as did all the other e ccles iastic and 

lay set t l er s. Suddenly at the age of forty in 1514, Las 

Casas awoke to the evils of the enc oni end a system and, after 

72Kelley, Altar s , 70. 
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renouncing his own pro perty and Indians, began a fifty 

two year crusade a gainst the system which had enslaved 

the Indians . 73 

After two trips to Spain in 1516 and 1517, and audi 

ences with King Ferdinand and King Ch arles I, Las Casas re

ceived permission to establish his own system of colonial 

farming in Ve nezuela which he b elieved would eliminate many 

of the evils of the encomienda syst em . According to his 

plan , Spanish farmers would be organized into villag es of 

about forty familie s each wi th an allotment of Indians held 

in sacred trust by each v i l l a g e ~ s O??Osed to individuals, 

and the land woulc b e wor ke d unde r cleri c s upervision. The 

experiment fa iled becaus e of the la z i n e s s of the Spanish 

farmers who had not be e n carefully se le c ted . Discouraged , 

Las Casas entered a Dominican co. vent in Santo Domingo in 

1520 , and wrote his Historia de la s Indias . 74 

After ten years of r otir ement Las Casas entered pub lic 

life a gain , and cont inued h i s mi s s i on to save the Indians 

by beginning wor ~ with the fierce t ribes of central Ameri ca. 

After initial success in Guat emala , Las Casas was presente d 

with the bishopric of a n ew see in southern Mexi co, Chiapas. 
75 

73Herring, La tin Ameri c a , 174 . 

74Ibid ., 174- 175 . 

75Ibid ., 175- 176 . 



59 

Las Casas' appearance a t court in 1539, his arguments 

a gainst enslavement, and his role in t h e passag e of the New 

Laws of 1542 have already be en ment ion ed . Before the royal 

visitor r eturned to New Spain after postp onement of the~

comienda sections of the New Laws, he called tog ether the 

bishops of Mexico for the p ur p ose of outlining ecclesiasti c 

policy . Viceroy Mendoza purposely detained Las Casas from 

this meeting . When the royal visitor at the meeting intro 

duced the subj e ct of the r e lationship of the Indian and en

come nde r o , Mendoza d i smissed the matter as not being of an 

ecclesiast i cal na tur e , and n one of the bishops present pro 

t ested . Las Cas a s av eng e d h ims elf for being detained from 

the mee ting by exc ommun i c at ing t he viceroy and audiencia for 

an i nc i dent in Oaxa ca. La t er, La s Ca sas and several members 

of the lower cler gy drew up a r esol ution declaring that the 

enslavement of Indians wa s unlawful . Although wide ly pub -
76 

lished, th e edict had little effe ct . 

In 154 7 at the a ge of s e v enty- two , Las Casas r eti red to 

Spain and s pent the l a st twenty years of his life writing in 

behalf of the Indians . 77 Hi s bo ok, o r evisi mo relacion de la 

Destruyc ion d e las I nd i a s o c ciden t a l es , published in 1552 , 

76Priestly, Mexican Na tion, 67 - 68. 

??Herring , La tin America, 176 . 
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r e co unted the injustices and crue lties practiced upon the 

Indians by their c onquerors . It made interesting readin g 

as well as effective propag anda for the enemy- countries of 

Spain , b eing published in forty- two fo r eign edi tions in one 

hundred years . 78 

Bartolome de las Casas was an epi c fi g ure among the 

early fri ars , and wh ile giv en to exag eration t o pro ve a 

p oint , he must be a dmir ed for his spirit . His c ondemnati on 

of slavery and the enc omienda system f orced him i nto open 

conflict with his own c l e r gymen as well a s the Spanish land

holders of that time . 

78
simpson , Many Mex i co s , 122 . 



CHAPTER IV 

FORMAL ORGANIZATION OF THE ORDERS IN NEW SPAIN 

I n the first fifty years afte r the conquest, the task of 

convert ing and educating the Indians fell almost entirely t o 

the mendicant orders . 1 The members of the religious order s 

were then called the r egular clergy because of their stri c tly 

re g ulated and cloist ~red lives, as opposed to the secular 

pri esthood who had many more c ontacts with the la i ty and so -

2 
ciety . Toward the end of the si xtee nth century whe n the 

number of secular priests incre ased in New Spain, a bitter 

r ivalry developed between the r egular and secular clergy ove r 

privileges and the administration of parishes . After the 

s emi c ivilized tribes in the core region were c onverted, the 

r eligious orders moved i . to the mo re r emote regi ons with their 

fr ontie r institution , t he mission . Later the r egu lar clergy 

cla shed a ga in with t h e hierarchy of th0 chur c h ov er the se c u

larization of the missions . 

All of the major religi ous orders except t · a Jesui t s we r e 

organiz ed before the middle of the thirteenth century . Their 

1schlar.man , 11exico , 125. 

2Rippy , Lati n America , 46 . 
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general purpose wa s to prote s t a gains t the c orruption of the 

times and t each a return to the simple life that they demon

strated in th e ir manner of l i vi g . The Jesuits, organized 

in 1540 by a Spaniard , I gnatius Loyola ,3 . were the most mili 

tant in purpose for they sought to counteract the Reforma 

tion . The me mb ers of the orders came not only from Spain , 

but f r om all Chri s tend om . 4 

The reg ula r cle r gy was a powerful r e lig ious element in 

Sp ain at th e time of t he c on q ue st . The ord ers of St . Franc i s 

and St . Domini c h ad held privilege d ?Ositions since their 

thi r te enth century or igin . These semiaut onomou s group s en

joyed a fr ee d om wh ich mad a them a refuge for the finest in

tellects in the c ountry . They made their own rules , and owe d 

gr eater allegi ance to Rome tha n to the crown of Spai n . Queen 

Is ab el app ointed s e v e r a l r egu l a r c l e r gymen to key positions ; 

Francisc a n Card inal Ximen ez de Cisneros s e rv e d as Isabel ' s 

most trusted ad vi sor , and Dominic a n Tomas d e Torquemad a es 

tablished the Inquisition in Spain . The fi r st two bishop s 

sent to Ne w Spain were also members of the orders, Domini c a n 

Julian Garces , 5 nishop of Tlaxcala , and Franci scan Juan de 

Zumarrag a , Bishop of Me xico . 6 

3see Appendix . 

~ ippy , La tin Ame r i c a , 46 . 

5see Appendix . 

6
s imp s on , Many ~1exic os , 66 - 67 . 
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The digni tari es of t. e re l igio~s orders in New Spain 

above the position of fri ar were of f o ur gra des . The lowest 

of the positions wa s presidente ; he was the chi ef of t wo or 

more friars at one place , usually a convent . The n ext grade 

was that of guardian , ele c ted by a full conv ent of twelve 

fri ars who were his charges . Then c ame the c ustodi o con

trolling a number of c onvents , followed by the provincial or 

chief of a province . A province was cre a ted from a custodia 

when population, r esour ces , and number of c onvent s warranted 

it . Above the provincials was the general of the ord e r who 

r esided in Spain with his officers including c ommission ers 

and visitadores . 7 

The members of the orders that were sent to New Spain 

were licensed by the Counc i l of the Indies , and thus were in

directly supe rvis ed by the crown . The naming of a c ustod ian 

in the c olony wa s done by the provincia l head of that order, 

who in turn had to gain the approval of the commis sioner

ge neral in Spain a n d the Council of the Indies . In order to 

found a new seminary or mission , the local pro vince appoi nted 

a c om.~ission who had to receive the permission of the bishop , 

7Bancroft , Mexico, II, 163, n . 23 . The visitador wa s an 
ancient institution going back to the time of Charlemagne . 
By it the religious orders kept an eye on their servants . Of 
all the officers , the visitador was the most dreaded , for he 
wa s often vest ed wi th g r eat authority . 
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aud i enc ia , and v i c e r oy befo~ e g oing t o Spain t o win the ap 

proval of t h e c ommissioner - ge neral . Then a ll the documents 

wer e p r esen ted to the Council of the Indie s where the power 

1 l i . , d 8 to s s ue a c ense r esioe . 

Al though both mendi c ant or de r s of S t . F r a ncis and St . 

Domin i c we r e permitted t o send missionar ies t o New Spain 

simul tane ous l y , the Fr ancis c ans ar r ived fi r st . Pe r h ap s the 

F r a nc iscans were over zealous to prevail i n thi s n ew area 

b e c ause the Dominicans had monopolized the mi s sionary effor t 

in the Anti l le s. The three Flemish Francisc a ns who arrived 

in 1 522 to be g in work n e ar Texcoc o , and the t we lve humble 

Fr anc is c ans wholli Cortez h a d r equested were discussed in the 

9 
pre c edi n g chap t er . In addition to these f ifte e n Francis -

c ans, J eroniffio de Mendieta r e c ords that two more friars were 

s ervi ng as chaplains with the soldie rs . 

On July 2 , 1524 Fathe r Mar tin de Valencia, c us t odian of 

the gr oup , c alled tog ether the s e vente e n F r anci sc a n friars 

f or 

The 

t o 

t he p urpose of deciding what work 

Fr an c is c ans were d i v ided into sma 

t he capital, Texc oc o , Tlaxc ala , a nd 

~echam , Church and State, 38- 4 0. 

9s i mpso n, Many Mexicos , 68- 69 . 

they would undert a ke . 10 

l e r group s and sent in-

Guaxac ingo, 
11 

under a 

10 
Braden , Religious Asuects of the Conquest , 14 3-144 , 

11Texcoc o is loca t ed a few mi l e s o ut s i d e of Mexico City . 
Tl axcala i s about eighty- five mi l es t o t he east of the cap i 
t a l ab ove Puebla . Guaxac ingo, appr oximately sixty miles east 
of the capi t al , today is n ame d Hue zotz i n g o . See Map II at 
end of thi s ch ~p ter . 
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plan called the Cus t od ia del Santo Evaneelio . Convents, 

schools, and hospitals were built in each of these dis-

12 tricts . In 1525 the Franciscans constructed their great 

convent of St . Francis in Mexico City. The next year the 

order had spread into the Michoacan, Patzcuaro , and Lake 

Chapala area, several hundred miles to the west of the 

capital, as well as Jalapa and Veracruz to the east . By 

1538 the F r anciscan s were as far northwest in their mis 

sionary activity as Sinaloa, near present day Durango. 1 3 

The number of Franciscan convents in Michoacan was suffi 

cient in 1535 to found & custodi a there, and the next year 

the custod ia of Santo Evangelic was r ai s ed to a pro vince . 

Friar Juan Torquemada describes the province of Santo 

Evangelia as later containing seventy conv ents and including 

the bishopric of Tlaxcala, and archbishopric of Mexi co . 14 

In the seventeanth cent ury two more Francisc an provinces 

were created . In 1604 the province of Zacatecas was founded 

in c entral Mexico , and the Santiago de J a lisco province in 

western Mexico including the city of Guadalajara was established 

in 1607. A college for the training of missionaries of the 

12 
Priestley, Mexi can Nati on, 98 . 

13schlarman, Mexico, 127 . 

14 
Bancroft, Mexico , II , 393 . 
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Que r etaro area was erected in 1683, and this institut ion 

sent its memb ers into O&xaca and Yucatan . The F r anci s c an s 

were the only order to labor with the wild t r ibes i n Yuc a 

tan . The Jesuits did attempt to found c olleges on t h e pen

insula , but they failed . 

Later built Franc i scan establishments included the San 

Fernando convent in Mexico City, the college of Nuestra 

Senora d e Gu adal upe in Zacatecas, and the hospital of Nue s 

tra Senor a d e l De stierro in Pu ebla . In the no r th the Fran-

ciscans began missionary a c tivity in the dist r i c t of Rio 

Verde in 1612 , and preac.e d with some success in Tamaulip as , 
1 ~ 

Nue v o Leon , and San Lu i s Potosi . ~ 

In 1526 the first membe rs of the Dominican ord er ar 

rived in New Spain with their vicar - 8 eneral, Tomas Ortiz . 16 

In 1528 several more Do .. inicans were sent from Spai n , a nd 

these first twenty Dominicans labored harmoni o sly with the 

Franciscan s for a few years . The Francisc ans willingl y 

turned over severa l of their dis t r i ) ts to the Dominicans and 

together the two orders opposed the first audiencia 's abuses . 

However , differences of policy and opinion deve loped betwe en 

1~ancroft , Mexico , II , 714- 716 . 

16 
See Appendix . 
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the two orders , and they soon became bitter and unf r ien dly 

rivals . 17 

The Dominican and Franciscan orders were basi cally of 

different character . The Dominicans were the embodiment of 

1 1 . ' 1 h h · · 1 · 1 · 
18 

ega ism , ana as a resu t soug t umanitarian egi s a tion . 

They voiced their political convictions in the p ulpit , and 

made their appeals to th e upper strata of c olonial s oci e ty . 

Through such men as Bartolome de las Casas , Antoni o Monte 

sino, and Pedro da Cordoba, 19 th e Do1 inicans spoke in b ehalf 

of legislation to alleviate the Ind i a ns' terrible wor king 

conditi ons . 20 Wherea s , the Franci s c ans, being practi cal men, 

resorted to direct action, favoring mild rule c omb ined wi th 

good will. 21 

The Dominicans d i vi ded t hei r wor k be t ween tw o gr o up s . 

One group establishe d its conven t ho u se i n Me xico City and 

spread to the present st a te of Mor e lo s , s o uth of the cap i 

tal . The other group be g an its activity i n the state of 

Oaxaca which was much furth e r south of the capita l c ity . 22 

17Priestley, Mex ic a n Nat ion, 100 . 

18simpson , Many Mexi c o s , 67 . 

19 
See Appendix . 

20Priestley , Mexic a n Natio n , 101 . 

2lsimpson, Many Mexicos , 68 . 

22s chlarrnan , Mexico , 127 - 128 . 
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The Dominicans built i mposing convent s throughout Mexi co , 

the chief being Santo Domingo in Mexico City . Later a t 

Puebla , Veracruz , Panuco , Oaxaca , Coatzacoalcos, and Guate 

mala they erected gr a nd est ab lishments . 23 

For six years after their arrival, the Domini c an order 

in New Spai n had been unde r the jurisdiction of the Santa 

Cruz province in Spain . The n in 1 532 the cus tod~ a o f Santi -

. 24 
~ de Mexico wa s elevated to a p rov ince . The next p r ov -

ince to be created fo r the or der was that of Oaxac a whi ch 

operated under the n ame of San Hipo lito . The Domini c ans be 

gan to move n orthward with a convent at Zacate cas in 1604, 

and then westward with another convent at Guadalajara in 

1610 . Later they carried on mission work at Queretar o , and 

in 16 86 c ommenced worK with t he northern Chichime c Indians . 2 5 

The first seven Augustinians arr ived in Mex ico in 1535. 

They lodged at t h e Dominican convent of Santo Domingo until 

thei r application fo r a charter c ou ld be considered . Five of 

them went to work in outly ing areas, Chilipan , Tlapan , and 

Santa Fe , a small town two le a g ues o t s ide of t he c ap ital . 

23Pr iestley , Mexican Nation, 101 . 

24B an croft , '1 ex i co , I I, 3 9 5. 
25Ibid ., III, 720 . The Chich irr.e cs included the northern 

food - gat hering nomad Indians , and also farming Indi ans to the 
north . ~hey were culturally simpler than the civili ze d 
tribes of c entral and southern Mexico . The Azte c s were among 
t h e Chichimecs befor e they entered the valley of Mexico . 
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The othe r two Augustinians remained in the c ity t o gath e r 

alms and to form a system of government fo r the ir future 

pr ovince . They de c id e d to rema in und e r the provinc e of 

Castile in 1 536 rathe r than become an independen t province. 

In 1 541 they be g an to build their convent i n Mex i co Ci ty, 

and this building c osting one hundred and sixty- t wo thousand 

pesos was entir ely paid for by the king . 26 Thei r province 

of Mi choacan was organized in 1 543, and by 1 596 t hey h a d 

established seventy- six monasteri e s . 27 In 1 602 i t b e c ame 

ne c essar y to di v ide their province into two , one c a lle d San 

28 Nicolas Tolentino and the other, Santisimo Nombre d e J e sus . 

The missionary forces of ' ew Spain were g r eatly 

s t r engthened in 1572 by t he e n t ra n ce of the Jes u i ts . The 

founder of the Society o n Jesus , I gnatius Loyo l a , s a id con

c ern ing missionary activity in ~ew S:pain, ns end mis sione rs 

t o Mexi c o if they ask for t hem, and even if they d o not a sk 

fo r them . 1129 Indeed , they were asked six years prior to their 

arrival by a wealthy gentleman i n Mex 5co , Alons o d e Vil

l ase c a , who promised to b r ing the soc ie t y to New Spain at his 

2 6Ibid . , II , 397 - 402 . 

27Priestley , Mexican Nation , 1 01 - 1 02 . 

28Bancroft , Mexico , III , 717 . 

29 Schla r man , ~exico , 1~_6 . 
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own expense . The Bishop of Michoacan aske d them to c ome 

in 1566 - 67 . Vicer oy Enrique of Me xico , a r elative of the 

Jesuit general in Spa i n , beli e v e d the families of r ank i n 

Mexico would welcome this group as e duc ator s f o r thei r 
30 

children . 

When the first twe lve Jesuits arrived in 1 572 und er the 

leadership of Dr . Pe dro Sa nch e z, they directed the 'r e f 

forts only toward the education of Spa n i sh youth r ather t h an 

the Indians . Father Sanchez b eli e ved t ha t colleg e s in the 

cities and towns teaching yo ung Spani a rds to avoid the vice s · 

of the a dults would p r ov e to be an ind irect aid in the con 

version of the Ind ian rac e . He fe lt that h e could p ut more 

missionaries in the fie l d i n les s t ime b y educating the 

Spaniards to become missionaries th 0m3elv e s than by s ending 

his own men out to work with ~he I n d ia ns . 31 Be c ause of this 

policy critics c arge d tha t the Jesuits n eglected the I n

dians and t heir missionary duties . 32 

The first J e suit colleg e in Mexic0 City was San Ped r o 

y San Pab lo . A~ pr ofesa , or ho u se for novi c es , wa s be -

gun in the capital city , but had hardly b een started when 

30Bancroft , Mexico , II , 700 . 

31 Ibid ., 703 - 704 . 

32 
Schl arman , Mexico , 150 . 
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the other three orders in the ci ty opposed it on the gro u nd s 

tat it would interfere with their work in the city . Afte r 

the aud i enc ia suspended work on the J e suit b uilding , the 

Council of the I n d i es uphe l d the suspension order . The 

Jesuit s then appealed the case to Rome , and in 1595, the 

ri ght to build the casa profesa was decided in their 

f avor . 33 

Befor e the end of t he sixtee nth century the Jesuits ha d 

ente r ed the mis s ion field, Michoacan in 1573 , Nueva Gali cia 

in 1574, Oaxaca in 1575, Veracruz in 1578, and Puebla in 

1580 . 34 Thei r work continued into the seventeenth century 

with the conquest and conversion of the Mexican northwest 

and California from their locations at Durango, Sinalo a , and 

Sonora . At the sa~e time they used every opportunity t o 

establish conv ents and colleges in the other provinc es . J es 

uit colleges ware founded at Zacatecas in 1616 , Guadalajara 

in 1659 , and San Luis Potosi in 1623 . Other s were bui l t a t 

Queretaro , Patzcuar o , Valladolid , and Puebla . In southe r n 

Mexi co the Jesuit missions were l ess successful than tho s e 

in the north . Their establishments at Oaxaca were in p oor 

33
Bancroft , Mexi co, II , 703- 704 . 

34
Priestley, Mexi c an Nati on , 103 . 
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~ Monserrate , in the southern s e ction of Mexico City . 
38 

The Me rcedarians c o~structed thei r first convent i n the same 

year as the Benedictine s . Ori g inally the Orde r of Mer cy had 

ente red Mexico in 1 530 on a return trip of Hernan Corte z 

from Spain , but most of this first g roup went to Guatemala 
39 

and did n ot r et rn to Ne w Spain until 1589 . 

Sister oods were developed slowly in Mex ico . Be tween 

1588 and 1750 the number of such fema le organizations in

creas ed from seven to twenty . Outside of Mexi co City , t h e 

nunneries were located in Puebla, Queretaro, Guanajuato, 

Michoacan, and Jalisco . These religiou s communities were 

not the tranq uil qua~t ers usually associated with c onvent s 

and monasteries . Quite often the cont e tious sister s 

struggled against int e rference b y the secular c l ergy and 

l. 0 
payment of the tithe . 4 

During the sixteenth century the r e li g ious orders e n 

joyed many pr ivi l eges because there was so muc h missionary 

work to be done in th e Spanish coloni es and r e latively so few 

to do it . In addition to teaching the Indians , the f r iars 

were allowed by the crown and pope to administer all the 

38Banc r oft , ~exico, II , 711 - 712 . Friar Luis de Boi l, 
who brough t the Bened ictines t o Mex ·co, is said to have de 
stroyed one hundred and sixty thousand idols , making him 
one of the ~orld 1 s gre a test iconoclasts . 

39Priestley , Me xican Nat ion, 101 . 

4 °Bancroft , ~e xico, III , 709 - 710 . 
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sacraments of the church, ordinarily beyond their jurisdic

tion and reserved only for the secular priesthood . 41 Su ch 

concessions led to the rapid g rowth of the ord ers . By 1559, 

just twenty - five years af t e r the first twelve Spanish Fran

ciscans entered Mexico City , there were 380 Francisc an s oc 

cupying eighty monasteries, 210 Dominicans in forty mon

ast eries, and 212 Augustinians in forty establishments . 4 2 

At the end of the sixteenth c entury, after seventy- five 

years of work, there were fo ur hundred convents in New 

Spain. 43 The Franciscans at tha t time worked in three prov- · 

inces , Mexico, Mi choacan, and Yucatan . The Spaniards and 

natives gave them land, alms , and lab or to such a gene rous 

extent that for their first for ty years they had no royal 

allowance , manag ing on pi ous gifts alone . After they left 

the areas of white population to work on the frontie r they 

be gan to r eceive a r egular royal subsidy . The Dominicans by 

the end of the sixteenth c entury had developed two provinces , 

Santiago de Hexico and San Hinolito de Oaxaca with a total of 

sixty- nine convents . 44 At the same time the Augustinians 

41 Ibid . , III , 702 . 

42schlarman , Me xico , 127. 

43Gruening , Mexico, 174 . 

44Priestley , Mexican Nat ion , 103 - 104 . 
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occupied seventy- six monasteries in New Spain . 4 5 The J e suits 

having arrived later than the other orders numbered only about 

three hundred and forty - five members in 1603 . 46 

Two c ent uries lat er, in 1803 , the entire organization of 

the r eligiou s orders in ew Spain, including l ay brothe rs, 

and servants as well as friars totaled seven to eight thou

sand persons . Twenty- three convent s with approximate ly 1 200 

members operated in Mexi co City alone . 4 7 

The c onstruction of building s was a symbol of power and 

strength dur ing the colonial period , and the f riars r eplaced 

every Indian observatory and temple with a church or monastery. 

If the Franciscans built a large convent , the Augustinians 

be g an to draw up plans t o erect aL even l arge r and more elab o-

rate one near by . n i ~e the Franciscans and Augustinians 

built in the valleys , the Dominicans occupied the towns , and 

the Jesuits established their schools and hospitals in the 

cities . 4 8 The Dominicans charged that the Francisc ans had 

far too many monasteries and pr evented ~he Indians f rom work

ing for them , while the Franciscans c ounte r - cha r ged the 

45Bancroft , Mexi co, II, 737 . 

46s chlarman , Mexico , 149 . 

47Bancroft, Mexico , III , 709 . 

4 8Anita Brenner , Idols Behind Altars , 81 . 



76 

Domini c ans of being motivated by envy . Al l the orde rs com

plained that the Jesuits had the be s t haciendas . 49 Ev en the 

smal l er ord er s erected churches and convents fa r b eyond 

their needs . As ear ly as 1531 , t 1e queen he r se l f h ad t o 

r eprimand the Domini c ans fo r the sumptuousn e ss of thei r c o n

vent under construction in Mexi c o City . 50 

In 1593 a royal decree stated that li c enses f or c on 

vents c ould only be granted with the crown 's pe r mis sion , be 

cause of the too ra i d increase in the number of c onvents . 

But the viceroys gave the i r permission much to o r eadily fo r 

n ew building s in the Spanish col onies . In 1616 t hi s or de r 

was reaffirmed , and the v iceroys were r eprimand ed for dis 

r e g arding the earlier order . 51 I n order to r educ e t he numb er 

of convents , Po p e Pa ul V i n 1 611 issue d & bull abolish ing a ll 

monasteries not occupied by at least eight resident s . 52 Yet 

these orders had little effect , for by 1790 , out of t h e 3 , 38 7 

official houses re g istered in Mexico City , 1 , 935 be longe d t o 

the church . Of that number only 223 or twelv e pe r c ent we r e 

educational or charitable institut i on s . The r e ligious or ders 

49Gruening , Mexic o , 1 78 . 

50simpson , Many ISexicos , 77 . 

51:--fe cham , Ch ur ch and St a te , 28 . 

52Har ing , Spanish Emnire , 1 89 . 
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owned 538 of the houses, the sisterhoods 875, and the res t 

of the 1, 93 5 were owned by the Inqui s i tion , eccle siasti c a l 

courts , and the c athedral chapter . SJ 

Archbi shop Alonso Mont uf ar54 in a let t er written t o the 

Council of the Indies in 1 556 describes the ma nne r of b ui ld 

ing the new churches and monasteries in t his way: 

Some check sho uld be put upon the extr a va g ant 
expenditur es , excessive persona l services and 
sumpt ous and superfluous works for which the 
monastic brotherhoods are r esponsible in the vi l 
lages of these Ind ia, s , entir e l y &t the c ost of 
the l atter .... The Indi ans are driven there 
like beasts of burden , fiv e or six hundred of them , 
without pay or even a mouthful OL food , and com
pelled to come four, six , and twelve leagues to 
work . ... Some Indians die of the scant food and 
of this work to which th ey are not accustomed ..• 
and if the Indians do not co:ne they are thrown in
to ·ail and whipp e d . . .. The personal service of 
these Indians in the monasteries i s excessive ; 
they serve as gardeners , porters, sweepers , cooks , 
sextons and messeng ers with out receiving a pen-
ny . .. . And the cost of all these edifices and 
the ri ch and super.floous adorru~ent is secured by 
assessments levied upon th e se wretched pe ople . 55 

Thus, afte r making a v e r y zealous beginnin g in New Spain , 

th e members of the r eligious or ders en:oyed a pe r iod of r e 

laxation . Unfortunately , many friars lost the i r a postoli c 

ferv or and humility during this phase . After the c onque st 

53Gruening , Mexico , 1 83 . 

54see Appe ndix . 

55 
Gruening , Mexi c o , 174 . 



and relatively quick conversion , they had only routine , 

monotonous tasks to do . Simplicity was replaced by luxury 

and monastic discipline was relaxed as had a lready h ap 

pened in Spain .
56 

Many of the friars coming to New Spain 

to s e rve with the re g ular clergy desired self- indulgenc e 

and a life of ease . Thos e with little chanc e of a dv anc e 

ment or distinction in Spain came to Me xico . The mona s 

teries in the 1 r ger cities often became ha vens f or i dl e 

f iars . In the remote areas , a worthless friar could ex

ploit the Indians in any way he desired . 57 

A bitter clash occurred between the re l igiou s or der s 

and the s e cular priesthood d uring the term of the second 

archbishop, Alonso Montufar , and continued to the end o f the 

coloni al period . ¼'hen t . e seculars arriv ed they foun d t h a t 

the orders had many of the best locations and wer e r eluc 

tant to t ransfe r their paris es to the secular p r iest s. Th e 

two gro ups quarreled about the coll e ction of t r ibute , tithes, 

and the administration of the sacrame~~s . Since the t r i b 

ute tax p aid by the Indians was used to suppor t t he c olonial 

government and secular priesthood but n ot the orde rs , the 

56
Haring , Spanish Empire , 187. 

57Ibid ., 206 - 207 . 
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fri ars interfered in its col l e ction a s much as possible . I n 

the Ind i an towns where the muni c ipal government was con

trolled by members of the relig ious orders , the friars c on

ce a led the n umbe r of tribute - paying Indians by exempting all 

natives who serv ed in chur ch e s and convents . 58 

The reli g ious or ders like all the other colonial l and 

ho l ders had to pay the tithe or t e n per c ent t ax on the sal e 

of farm produce and incre a s e of stock from t h ei r l and s, in 

order to support the sec ul a r ch urch . Th e re g ul a r clergy 

gr eatly resent e d making t h is p ayment to the church for they 

felt it deni ed them of an income for the ir services to the 

Indians . 59 Their only sour ces of income we re a l ms given by 

. 60 
the people , and the r ent fr om th e ir vast properties . Dur-

ing the sixteenth and sev enteenth c e n t uries the orders per 

sistently claimed the privilege of being exempt from the 

tithe . Even aft e r the crown or ~e r e d the mona sti c organiza 

tions to pay t h e tithe, th e re l i g ious orders a voided some of 

the tax by fraudulently r eport ing rev €~ue pr od uc ed f r om 

61 
property . 

58Priestley , Mexic a n Na t ion, 109 . 

59Bancroft, Me x i co, III , 134 , 

6 0Gorham D. Abbot, Mexico and the United States , 9 0 . 

61Bancroft, Mexico , III , 134 - 135 . 
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The third area of disagreement, the . admini s t r at ion of 

the sacraments , de v e l oped beca use of the papa l conc e ssions 

whi ch had granted to the orders the right t o pe r f orm all 

e c c l esiasti c al duties if no parish priest was av a ilable or 

the bishop was too far away . Tha regula r clergy wo ul d not 

r elinquish these privileges to the secular cl e r gy , c aus i ng 

the issuance of a series of confl i cting r oya l and pap a l 

promulgati ons on the subject . The Council of Tr ent in 1 547 

issued the statement that no clergyman c ou l d hav e jurisd i c

tion over l ay persons unless subject to his bishop ' s au t h or - · 

ity ; yet , this edict wa s stubbornly ignored b y the r e li giou s 

orders in Mexico . 62 When the secular cle r gy r ef used to or 

dain friars as priests, the king d e clared they should be or

dained when necessary . Th e re g lar clergy then c omplaine d 

of the restrictions the s e culars p l a ced on those fr iars wh o 

were ordained, s ch as the exclusion from administ ering the 

s ac r aments , a nd the limitat ion of performing mass f or the I n

dians only . In 1557 King Philip appr ov ed a papa l bull grant 

ing ordained r e g ular cle r gymen the r ight t o admin i st e r the 

sacraments in Indian to wns . The c rown res c inde d this pr i v i -

63 
l e g e in 1583 , and reinstat ed i t in 1585 . 

62Haring , Snanish Empire, 1 87 - 1 88 . 

63 Pri e s tley , Me xic a n Na tion , 110 - 111 . 
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Both sides , r e gular and secu l a r , presented thei r cla i ms 

against each other r egarding jurisdictional and s ac r amental 

p ivileges to t he king . The c rown supported the se c ul a r 

church against the r eligious or ders whi l e the f r iars were 

backed by the people and the officials of the loc a l g ov ern

ments in New Spain . 64 Outside of the cit i es wi th Spani sh 

population , the re g ular clergy had the ad vantage ov e r the 

secular . They knew the native tongue while most of the s e cu 

l ar priests never att empted to 1 arn it . In g en e r al while 

there were abuses among the orde rs, t he se c ul ar cl er gy wa s 

generally thought of a s being of a baser charac te r , and more 

motivated by self - int erest than t he friars . 6 5 

King Philip II of Spain bega n efforts to weaken the 

fri ars ' power a s early as 1559 , by s ec ularizing the conv en t 

towns , but ~e~ with much r as ist &nce on th e p art of t he or 

ders . Due to t h e extraordinary p owers given to the r e li g i ous 

or ganizati ons by the pope and th0 quasi - feudal nat ur e of t h e 

c orporations , the royal government of Spain had much diffi 

culty in curbing their po wer . In 1569 the king l imited their 

tenure to ten more years , at the end of which thei r d uties 

were to be taken over by the secular priests . The f r i ars 

64Tannenbauro , Peace~ Revolution, 4 6 . 

65Braden , Religious Asnects of t he Conquest , 22 0 - 221 . 



protested that t en years was to o shor t a time to properly pre

pare the Indians for s uch a c hange , and if t r a n sferred too 

qui c kly wou l d r esult in the lo ss of t he wo r k a lready done . 

The s ame argument was sti ll bein g expoun de d by the fri ar s a 

66 c e ntury l ater. In 1576 , the king i s sued a de cre e forbid -

ding the r eligious orders from acquiring any more property, 

b u t this order as well as those which fo l lowed were i g nored . 67 

I n 1717 Kin g Phili p V, first oft e Bour bon line to rule 

Spain , declared that the l &rge number of convent s and mon

aste r ies was a burden and a hindranc e to the incre a se of a gri

cultur e , and publi c wealth , and ther eafter no n ew c onv ents 

were to be es t abl i he q. With papal approval the king in 1734 

decre e d that for the next ten years no additiona l members of 

r eligious order s c ould be admitted to New Spain . Twenty 

year s later , the Spanish monarch forbade any f r i ar to inter

fere in the drawing up of a will . In 1775 King Charles III 

orde r ed that c onvents and monasteries c ould no t b e heirs or 

l e g atees of wills . 68 In 1804 Charles : v wen t s o f a r as to 

orde r that r eal estate be l onging to cha r itable and bene volent 

institutions in New Spain be t aken over by t he sta te , but 

69 
this measure was repealed before it was enfor c ed . 

66simp son , Many Mexicos , 79 - 80 . 

67 .echam, Ch urch and St a te , 47 . 
68ttaring , Soan i sh Emoir~ , 1 89 - 1 90 . 

69 Mecham , Chur ch a nd State , 47-48 . 
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The most striking example of the cr own 's efforts to 

s uppress the orders was the expu l sion of the Jesuit s in 

1767 . By the eighteenth c entury the Society of J esus was 

wel l established with s chools and c olleges a ll ov er Mexi c o , 

and mi s sionary activity in northwest Mexico, California , and 

Arizona . 70 By that time the society was v e ry wealthy , with 

much property and money that had been left t o it by gene rou s 

patrons . 

Re gardless of its wealth, th e society continued to 

quarrel with the royal g overnment and secular church over the 

payment of the tithe . In the sev e nt e enth c entury the re had 

been a bitter ten ye a r struggle by the Jesuits against the 

secular church as r epresented by Archbishop Juan de Palafox 

y Mendoza . 71 This disagreement be gan as a quarre l over the 

payment of tithes , but expande d into a dispute over whether 

the Jesuits would comply to the dictates of the diocesan 

chapter . 72 The quarrel finally ended with Palafox 1 s r e call 

t o Spain, and the Jesuits were made to recog nize the author i 

ty of the diocesan cha p t er and pay the tithe . 73 After the 

70schlarman , Mexi co , 151 . 

71see Appendix . 

72Bancroft, Mexico , III , 122 . 

73 Simpson , Many Mexicos , 80 ; Bancroft , ~exico , I I I, 
129 - 1 30 . 
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J a suits reali zed th ey could not escape this taxation , they 

simply paid as little a s possible . Being in great favor 

with King Ferdinand VI , the society in 1750 drew up a con

tract with the king by which they acquired privileges not 

granted to the other r eli gi ous orders . They paid only one 

dollar out of every thirty - one as their ti the, instead of 

one out of every ten as the othe r orders did. When these 

facts were presented to Ferdinand's s uccessor, Charles III , 

he and his council declared this contract null and void . 74 

The reason for the expulsion of the Jesuits has been de 

bated, but presumably Charles III felt the society had grown 

too strong and d esired to free the crown of cl erical in

flu ence . 75 With the eighteenth c entury and the new philos 

ophies of the importance of the individual in Europe , much 

criticism was directed at the Cath o: i c Church and its most 

militant defender , the Society of J es us . Aft e r they had baen 

expelled from Portugal and France , Charles III signed a de 

cree in March of 1767 condemning the six thousand Jesuits in 

Spain to exile . 76 A simple law expelling the J e suits in New 

Spain would have rais ed too mu ch protest and pe rhaps might 

74 Bancroft , Mexico , III, 430 . 

75simpson, Many Mexicos , 176 . 

76schlarrnan, Mexi co, 159 - 161 . 
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have r esulted in open r ebell i on . Through their domination 

of the schools and systeffi of missions t he J esui t s we re in

deed very influenti a l among the people of the Spani sh co l 

onies . Therefore , the exp lsion had to b e planne d and exe 

cu ted with the utmost e c re cy . On June 24 , 1 767 Viceroy 

Cr oix , and r oya l v i s itor , Jose de Ga : 0 z , sent troop s with 

sealed instr uctio, . s into e v ery Jesuit es t1blishmen t in Mex

ico . The office r s q ui et l y arrested al l of the 6 78 J e suits 

and escorte d the, to Verac -... uz wh e r e they boar ded s hi ps . 77 

Most of the e x: l ed J e suits went t o Bo:ogna, Italy . 78 

When tho public dici l earn of the expuls i on, t h e r esult 

ing riots in Te w Spain al:nost got out of control. Th e ro y a l 

v isitor , Jose de Galvez, felt these people needed a lesson 

in obedience to thei r r oya l governme ~t ; therefor e , h e ha st i ly 

established courts in s ~all towns o utside of the cap i ta l in 

New Spain , and dealt out harsh punishment to r ebelling I n 

dians and mestws79 alike . It is perhaps mo r e t han a co i n 

cidence that Father Miguel Hidalgo 1 s
80 

up r ising b ro ke out in 

81 some of thes e same towns fo r ty - thr ee years lat e r . 

77si pson , Many :;1exi cos, 177 . 

78s chlarman, ¥exico , 16 5 . 

79A mestizo was of mixed b lo od , par t Indian , and p a r t 
Spanish . 

80see Appe n d i x . 

81s i mpson , Many Mexicos , 1 77 - 178 . 



At the time of t h eir expulsion, the 678 J e suits con

sisted of 123 coadjutor s , 137 e scol&re s , and 418 priests . 

86 

Of the total group 464 were native Ame r i c ans , 153 were Span

ish, and 61 were from othe r countries . Their establishment s 

consisted of one c asa profes a , twenty- three colle ges , eight 

conve nts and seminarie s , f i ve resident houses , one house of 

probation , and 103 missions . 82 Th e y owned twenty- seven 

ha c i e nda s w.i ch were then t a k e n ov er by t he state . 83 

The expulsi on of t h e J e su i t s was a h e avy loss for New 

Spain . The ir mi ssio shad k ept t he S onora tribes quiet . 

They had t r i ed to uphol d t he st andar ds of colonial education 

in th e ir schools , wh i ch were the be st in Me xico . Jesui t 

plantations and hac i enda s we re ef~ici ent models fo r the rest 

of the colony . 
84 

In 1810 p e titions from the colonis t s were pre sented to 

the Cort e s
85 

of Sp ain t o r e admit the Society of Jesus into 

the Indies for mi ssiona ry work and educational activity. 

This c ampai gn had little effect until Pope Pius VII rein

st a ted t h e society on August 7 , 18~ . King Ferdinand VII 

8 2
Bancroft, Mexi co , III, 4 31 . 

83schlarman, Me xic o , 164. 

84simpson , Man y Mexicos , 178 . 

85rn 1 808 Nau ol eon forced t e abdi c a t ion o f Ferdinand 
VI I in order t o pia ce his own brother on the throne . This 
liberal Spanish j un ta ruling in thei r monarch's absence , calle d 
tog e the r repr esent atives t J serve as a legislative body called 
the Cor t es . 



appointed a board in Septe., ber of 181_5 to r e s t or e as much of 

the seized proper ty t o the J esu its as possible . On Ma y 9 , 

1819 the s oci e ty wa s r einstalled at the college of San Idel 

fon s o in ew Spain .
86 

In 1820 the Spanish Corte s was ab le 

to again expe l the society because of the very ant ieccle si 

astic Constitution of 1812 tow i ch Ferd inan d VII had bee n 

forced to swear alle giance. Also th e liber a ~s in Spain and 

the colonies wished to SU?press all the r el· gious orde r s . 87 

The s econd expulsion order was c arr ied out in Januar y of 
88 

1821 in New Spain . 

The extens ion of the relig ious orders into the out l ying 

areas was c ar r ied out by the establishment of missions , a 

vital part of the S~anish colonial system . The missi on pro 

gram in the New World b agan wi t ', t h e Jeronymi t e fathe rs who 

in 1_512 gathered the Indians on the islands in the Anti l le s 

into villages in order to s a ve them from extinction . Bartol 

ome de Las Casas' coloni zation effo rts in Venez uela and 

Gu a temala were also forerunners oft emiss ion . I n Mexi co, 

Vasco de Qu iroga , member of t he second audiencia , gathered 

89 
Indians into villages on the shor e s of Lake Patzcua r o . 

86Bancroft , Mexico, III , 446 - q47. 
87s chlarman , ~exico , 206 - 207 . 
88Bancroft , ~exic o, III , 447. 
89He rring , Latin meri c a , 181. 



88 

The mission wa s a n agent of the state as well as the 

church . This establishment helped the colony expand while 

providing defense posi tions along the ~r ontie r . An annual 

subsidy from the state of several hundred pesos wa3 pro vided 

for nearly all t he missions . The more important the mission 

was politically and econoffiically to the state , the larger th e 

subsidy . When necessary the state also sent troops to p r o 

vi de military protection for exposed missi ons . 9 0 

Three types of missions were founded by the friars in 

r-ew Spain . First was the mi s sion of oc cupation , which was 

erected in territory already unc e r Spani sh control . Second 

ly , there was the mission of penetration ofte n es tab lished by 

military conquest and r equiring the presence of troops fo r 

protection . The third type o rr.ission was built to provide 

shelter for those who traveled to the larg er missions . With 

this idea in mind Franciscan Father Serra b 'lt his chain of 

California missions two walking days' distance apart . 91 

By the be ginning of the se v enteenth century , the semi 

civilized tribes in the central and southe r n regions of Mexi co 

were reduced to virtual serfdom , whi l e t hose on the frontie r 

in the north were hostile and unu sed to fixed villages and 

90Har ing , Sp anish Empire, 213 . 

91sch arman, Mexico , 129 . 
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labor . Therefore , the colonists wer e not eager to establish 

enco~ i e nd a s in these areas , and did not want the obligation 

of civilizing the wild tribes . This mea nt the northern 

frontier was a wonderful opportunity for the mission . The 

king paid for the missionaries' equipment , transportation , 

the erection of buildings, the keeping of a small group of 

soldiers for prote ction, and the annual subsidy . During th e 

seventeenth century the mi s sionaries carried Spanish culture 

and Catholicism. into Sin aloa , Chi ;Uahua , Sonora , and Co 

ahuila, but failed in their atte~pt to penetrate lower Cali - · 

fornia . 92 

In the first half o~ the eig, t e enth c entu ry mission 

activity wa s very s uccessful, but after the expulsion of the 

Jesuits in 1767 pro gre s s wa s m ch slower . In this c entur y 

as in the previous one , th e missions we re prot e cted by sol 

diers stationed in fron t i e r forts called pres i dios . Twenty

four missions were scattered up and down the Rio Grande in 

i'; a w Tvi exico by 1744, wit about 12,000 converts , yet thirty 

years later this number had not incre as ed . In Texas some 

twenty missions were established beginning in 1716, with the 

most successful in and around San Antonio and Goliad having 

about 2,000 followers in 1762 . Between 1746 and 1756 earn

est missionari e s founded twenty - four settl eme nts be twe en 

9¾ippy , Latin Ame ric a , 88- 89 . 
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the Nueces and Panuco Riv ers , in a r egion c al l e d Nue vo San

tander . The J esuits established twenty- three missi on s i n 

Low er California from 1697 unti l their expu l si on . Oc 

ca s iona l ly in Texas , Nuevo Santander , and Uppe r Ca l i f or ni a , 

Spanish and mest izo settlers founded sma l l v i l l ages near t he 

missions . 93 

In the closing decade s of the eighteenth c entury the re 

was a decline in the missionary a c t ivi t y . The one exc ep tion 

was the Franciscan effort in Upper Cali fornia . Begi nnin g in 

1769 , the Franciscan fri ars settled 20,000 nativ es i nto 

ninete en com:n nities by 1 806 . 94 ?ather Junipero Se r ra ' s 

chain of :nissions cov e red a s ix hundred mile di s tance from 

San Die go to San Francisco . The last Spanish mi s si on wa s 

founded in nor t hern California in 1 8 23 , after whi ch they b e -

gan to disappear gradually . 9 5 

The secularization of these missions in the r emot e a r ea s 

did not proceed as rapi d l y as the s e cul ar h ie r archy of t he 

church desired . T 10 fri a rs believed that s ecu l a r ization 

would be the ruin of the work they had d one with the Indians , 

but p ernaps the ease and wealth of the i r p osit ions h a d 

93Ibid . , 1 03 - 106 . 

94rbid . , 105 . 

9 5Herring , Lat in Ame r i c a , 182 . 
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something to do with thei r r es i st&nce . 96 Yet wha n tne e c

c lesiasti c hie r a r chy dec i ded a mission wa s of enough im

por tanc e , they sent a pr iest t o r ep l ace t h e f riar . Unfor 

tunately memb er s of the secu l a r cle r gy we r e s el dom in t e r 

ested in the physi c al or spiritua l conditi ons of the I n dians 

in these mission s . Many missions afte r b e ing ope r at ed 

successfully by the friars , deterior ated r api dly a f te r 

secu l arization , and the I ndians r eturne d to prac t i ci ng 

idol at r y . 9 7 

uch polemi c li terature has bee n wri t ten about the 

missionary acti vity in New Spain. Cr it ics h ave c har g e d t h a t 

some of the f r iars overworked and under fed the Indians i n 

the mis ions . They have r a ised the quest i on wheth er the 

economic and cu l tur al progress of t ne Indian s living in the 

missions surpassed that o t h e Indians living unde r s e c ular 

g uidance . 98 While usual l y benevol ent, the f ri ars were de s 

potic , and as a r esult the Indians never lear ne d r e sponsi 

bility under the mission program . The Indi an s 1 ed uc a ti on at 

the mission consis t ed of a f ew pr ayers and h ymns t hat they 

had learned by rote . As for the pe r man enc y of the conv er sion 

to Christianity , when the friars were r e c a l le d in the 

96simpson , Many Mexicos , 80 . 

97 · 
Bancroft , Mex - co , III , 712- 713 . 

98ttaring, Spanish Empire, 201 . 
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eighteenth and ninet eenth centurie s , the I n dians r einstated 

their old idols and began to live as their anc esto r s ha d 

done . 99 

Ecclesiasti c s and staunch supporte r s of the ch urch h a ve 

praised with g low·ng terms the schools , chu r che s , orpha nage s , 

and hospitals that were built from the southern end of Mexi 

co into the uppe r half of California as a r esult of the mi s -

sionary activity . ot only bring ing the faith to t hes e n a tive 

people , the friars a re c r ed ited with t eachin g t hem th e p r a c 

tical skills of farming, animal raising and bui l ding . lOO To

day most Mexi c ans , for better or ~or worse , a r e l oyal to the 

Catholic Chur ch as opposed to state wo r shi p l a r gely b e c au s e 

of the stout he art ed fr i a rs who c a ptured t hei r imagination 

1 01 
four hundred ye ars ago . 

99Parkes , Mexico , 109 . 

l OOKelley, Altars , 120 - 122 

101simpson , Many Mexicos , 81 . 
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CHA PTER V 

THE SECULAR CHURCH I NEW SP IN 

After the first fif ty ye ars the secular ch ur ch b e c ame 

the p r ominent ecclesiastic power in Mexico , r ep l aci ng t he 

fria rs and missioLaries . By that t ime a formal or ganiz a 

t·on of dioceses ad an archdiocese had been c reate d with 

the support of both king and pope . Ch urch c o unci ls were 

h e ld to di ct ate policy by this c le ric a l organiza t ion , and 

spe cial co urt s such as the Inqu is itio op e rated as a part of 

this establishment . Ir.deed, the wealth of the se c ul a r ch urch 

became s o g r eat during the co l onia l period as to forc e the 

crown to t ake definite step s against the church 's fur the r 

acquisition of land . Occasionally the se cular clergy d i d 

clash with the civil authorities , but most of the time t h ey 

co opera t ed to their mutua l advantage . Such cooperat ion meant 

that in some areas the Indians wer e ne glec t ed b y the s e cu lar 

clergy in their efforts to minister to the Spanish p op ula 

tion l iving in the c iti es . Like the rest of Mexi c an society , 

ad v a~cement within the pri esthood depended upon birth a n d 

r ac al fa ctors . Unfortunately , this prac ti c e of te n prev ent 

ed wor thy men from ri sing . 

The ecclesiastical hi e rarchy was establi she d very early 

in the Indies . In 1504 the crown c reated a n a rchb ish opri c 
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and two bishopric s for Hispaniola , but did not fill the ap 

pointments unt t l after the 1508 papal bull granti nG to the 

crown the right of patronage ov e r the new churches . Because 

most of the population had shifted from Hispaniola to the 

other islands in the Indies, in 1511 the old sees were an

nulled and replaced by new centers of authority in Santo 
1 

Domingo, and Puerto Rico, as well as Hispanio la . 

Before the conquest, and hence befor e a single conver 

sion had been performed in New Spain, an episcopal see was 

created for t ' e new ar ea a nd a bi shop appoi nted . Pope Leo X· 

astablished the new diocese known as Cozumel in 1518, be 

cause of reports brought ba ck by Francisco de Cordoba and 

Juan de Grijalva concerning the coastal area of Yucatan . 

Emperor Charles V exercised royal patronage and assigned the 

first bishop to the area, Dominican friar Jul ian Gar ces . 

When it was discovered that Coz umel was more than an island , 

the territorial boundaries of the first see were extended 

to include Yucatan . Yet this bis opric r emained unoccupied 

unt i l further extensions in 1526 annexed Tabasco , the Vera

cruz distric~ including Chiapas, and located the episcopal 

seat at Tlaxcala , eighty- five miles east of the Mexican capi 

tal . Bishop Garces reached New Spain in Octobe r , 1527 and 

1 
Haring , Su anish Empi re, 183 . 
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2 took possessio n of his see . Upon r ealizing it was im-

possible to operate at Tl axca la without a c athed r al, the 

episcopal seat was again moved in October , 1539 to t h e new 

city of Pueb l a de las Angeles , twenty mi les south of Tlax

cala . This city had a s umptuous chur ch and the bishop 's 

residence fo r the diocese rema ine d t ere . 3 

In 1 527 the second bis opric was created for Mexico 

City and the re
0
ions south and west by the Spanish Empe r or . 4 

Pedro de Gante , Flemis: Franciscan l ay b rothe r who had c ome 

to Mexico in 1522, declined the new bishopr i c . Then on De 

cember 12, 1527, Empe~or Charles V b e stowed the position on 

an ecclesiastic ~e sici i ng in Spain, Juan de Zumarraga , g uard -

ian of a Francisca. convent in Spain . 5- • 

In 1531 the ·uri sdicti on of t h os e two dioce s es was no 

long er adequate . Conditions were such that so~e townsin the 

two t e rritories we re ns a r as one hundred and sixty 

6 leagues from the city where the bishop r esided an d visitation 

2c amillus Crivelli, 11 Mexi co 11
, Catholi c Encyclooedia , 

X, 26 8 ; Bancroft , }exi co , II, 296 - 297 . 

3catholic Encyclooe d iay XIV , 747d . 

The king ' s ri gh t to e s t ablish dio ces es was i n cluded in 
the pa pa~ bull of 1508 ~ ich stated that the pope was too far 
away and unaware of local c ondi tions to create bishoprics . 
Me cham, Church and State , 30 , 

~ancroft , Mexico , I I, 297 - 298 . 

6nuring this time the old Span ish l and league was 2 . 63 
miles . Encyclopedia Americ ana, XVII , 143n . 



9 7 

was almost impossible . The s e cond audiencia , with roya l 

approval , c onsidered the problem of episcopa l org anization 

in New Sp a in, and d e ci ded to limit the area of the Tlaxcala 

bishopric in 1532 . Then the Council of the Indies in 1534 

divided 1 ew Spain into four bishoprics , Mexi co , Michoacan , 

Tlaxcala and Oaxaca. Eac h diocese wa s limited to a radius 

of fift ee n leag ues around the c a thedra l tow . The area be 

tween any two neighborir.6 sees was t o be equally divided but 

the actua l divisions c aused many disputes . 7 

A~t e r the establishment oft ese four dioceses the Coun-

ci 1 of the Indie s r ec 0:n:menc0d to the k ing that l ater bi shop 

ric s be created as the need a r cse , and also advised tha t an 

archbishopric or metropo l i tan se e with supe r i or power be 
8 

created . Accor d ing l y the la ter dioceses were established 

i rr.mediately afte r e a ch n ew area was colonized . By th e end of 

the first for~y years these new bishoprics included Chiapa s 

in 1538 , Guadalajara in 15 8 and Yucatan in 1561 . 9 Chiapas 

b e longed to the Archdiocese of Guatemala from 1734 until the 

middle of the nineteenth c entury whe n it was reunited to the 

eccles i nstic pro vinc e of Mexico . 10 

7Priestley , Mexican Nation , 107 . 

8Bancroft, ~exico , II , 39 0 - 391 . 

9Haring , Spani sh Emoire , 1 83 - 1 64 , n . 13 . 

l OC . 11 · rive i , 11 -Xexico " , Cathol i c Ency clo::iedia X 629 - ---- -- -- ~~--· ' . 
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By the be g inning of the nineteenth c entury the number 

of dioceses in New Spain had been increased to n ine . Added 

to those which had been created in the sixt eenth c ent ury 

wo r e Durang o in 1620 , Mo terrey under the title of Linares 
11 

in 1777 , and Sonora in 1779 . The diocese of Durango in-

cluded Sonora , Sinaloa, Chihuahua , and ew Mexi co , and the 

Linares diocese served San Luis ? otosi, Saltillo, and Tam

aulipas . ~/hen the So C 'a bi s ,opric wa s c r ea ted its territory 

included the Californias, and Sinaloa . 12 

Until 1544 t ', e Mexican dio ces es were unde r t he juri s 

diction of the Archdi ocese of Sevill~ in Spain . Then on 

J uary 31 , 154.5 the rchdiocese of :-Iexi co wa s created .
13 

A papal bull on July 8, 15,7 cha n g ed the bishopri c of Mexi co 

to the position of archdiocese having jurisdi ction ov er Yuca 

tan , mlaxcala , Mi choacan, Oaxa c a , Guatemala , Chiapa s, Ni ca

rag ua , and Honduras . Jua de Zumar raga , Bishop of Mexi co, 

was elevated to the position of fi r st archbishop in 1548 , 

the year he died .
1 

The position of ar chbishop headed the hierarchy of the 

11roid . 

2I bid . ; Bancroft , Mexico , III , 692- 693 . 

13Crivelli, 11 Eexico 11
, Catholic Encyclopedia , X, 268 . 

1¾ancroft , Mexi co, II, 556 . 



99 

secular church in co lonial Me xico . Ten archbishops became 

viceroys , point ing to the close relationship of church and 

state . 15 The duties of this hi gh off ice consisted of 

supervisi ng and administering va cant sees when they oc 

curred, and selecting nominees for the chapters
16 

of the 

dioceses a,d archdiocese of Mexico . When making such se 

l ections preference was to be given to n ominee s who g r ad 

uated from the Univer si ies of Mexico, Lima or Spain , or 

clergymen wt o hac serv e d · n cathed rals, or those chosen by 

the king and Counc i l of Ind i e s · y ri 0 ht of patronage . 17 

As he d of the c· ur c· th e archbi .;;hops called together 

the bishops at intervals to hold church councils in Mexico 

City for the pur ?o se o~ revising th0 code of clerical law 

for the }1exic an Church . 8 Ori ginally the Laws of the In

dies re q uired the pe r mis s ion of the crown for : olding such 

councils . Later the America~ s~ch bi shops were allowed to 

call s uc h provincial counc i ls wit' out appea l to the king , 

but rr.erely ~ith the conse.t oft e v i 0eroy . The viceroy 

15Gruening , Yiexico , 180- 18 . 

16Tt.e chapter was the group of dignitaries who r eside d 
in the episcopal city of the di ocese with the bishop and 
ass i sted hi~ in carrying out his d uti es . The mor e important 
the c·oces e was the large r the c athed r a l chapte r would be . 
Bancroft , Y.exi c o , III, 691 . 

l?Ibid . , 690 . 

18 
J . Man t o de Oca y Ob r c 6o n, "Archdio cese of Mexico" , 

C~tholic Encyc looedia , X, 269 . 
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attendee t ese meetings as the king' s repres entative . Only 

b"shops could vot e at such counc il s , not attending c anons , 

s periors of the reli gious orders or presbyters . All de 

cisions of t: e church councils were sent to the k i~g for 

royal approval and then to the pope who would order them 

p blished in the province where the council had been held . 19 

During t e colonial period three such church co unci ls 

were held in Me xico . rchbishop Al onso de Montufar c alled 

the first council in 1555, attended by the viceroy , fou r 

bishops , the audiencia , and a few other officers . They 

took up such matters as the collection of t r ib ut e from th e 

I .d·ans , and the reforxation of morality within the clergy , 

as well as church administration . The second council, which 

~et in 1565 , cal ec by Archbis op Montufar, dealt mainly 

witl the obli g ations impos don the church by the Counc il of 

Trent which had met two years earlier . 20 The third provin

c ia l council, called in 1585 by Archbis op Moy de Contre 

ras , 21 was the most important of th e three councils during 

the colonia l period . The drafti ~g of a co de of chur ch 

discipline , rules fo r conta c ts between ecc l esiasti c al and 

l9Me cham, Chu~ch and St a te , 36 . 

20Priestley , Mexican Nation , 111 . 

21se e Appe ndix . 
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civil a tho~ities, and the adoption of a ,cw catechism re

s lted . Pontifical sanction was granted at this time for 

the resolutions of a ll three chur ch councils . The v~ c ero y 

and king added their sanction in ~591, thus making the 

. . i f "-h d f n • • 1 22 
aut orizat on o ~ e ecrees o llCl • 

Below the arc bishop and bishops, the most important 

groups in the secular organization were the members of the 

Inquisition and other clerical courts . No institution o~ 

the c urch has brought it more cri t icism than the Inquisi 

tion and its official tribunal, the Holy Offi c e . Such crit 

icism was directed at the Inquisiti cn's methods of torture, 

secrecy, and trial procedures . For centuries thi s rr.edie v al 

ecclesiastic tri nal was looked upon ·n Spain as only an

other means of exte ding papal authority . Not until the 

ifteenth century when Isabel was confront ed wi th thetas 

of uniting Castile, was the usefulness of the Inquisition 

in Spain recognized . Jews , vioslems, and doubtful Christians 

presented a real menace to the new C' ristian state that was 

emerg ing. The Inquisition di d its wo rk of preservin g t e 

fsith and combating heresy so thoroughly that within a few 

generations all Spain ¼as f orced into ortho doxy . 23 His 

torians estimate that approximately th"rty - two thousand 

22Priestley, Mexican Nation , 113 . 

233 • M - - :V,- • 16 1 impson , nar:. , 1.exic os , o . 
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parsons we_e burned at the stake, seventeen thousand were 

burned ·n effigy, and two hundred and ninety - six tho s a nd 

persons were impr·soned, ~ i le the property of all t ose con

victed was confi s cated during the Inquisition's three hun- · 

dred year period of activity i n Spain . 24 

The Holy Offi~e did r.ot begin to fully operate in iew 

Spai until 1571 --.i en , peror Philip II felt t e grm,ring 

nurr.ber o~ Portuguese J e '.1 wa ranted ·ts presence . 25 Prior 

to that time the pr::...ests w o s.~co .-:_Jan:::.cd :· e rns.n Cortez had 

been granted t e title of inquis:tor fro~ t' e Bishop of t h e 

Indies, s.nd used this author::. · - · n 1522 to try an :i:noian for 

adultery . Father ~artin Valencia, leader of the Franciscan 

friars who came to Tew Spa·n in 1524, was also oelegated 

inquis"tor, but eve r exerci ed this authority . When the 

Dominicans arrived the inquisitors becawe ~ore active, for 

the Demi. icans had dominated the Holy Office ·n Spain . Bish

op Juan de Zu~ar r aga became inquisitor in 1537, and in the 

seven years he hel the office brou;ht one hundred and forty 

persons to trial, thirteen being Indians .
26 

:The ~orma ~Y estab is' ed as a distinct corporation in 

ew Spain in 1571, the tr"bunal of the Holy Office was made 

24Braden, Reli 0 ious Aspects of the Conquest , 9 . 

25si~p3on, r any Mexicos , 167. Portugal was annexed t o 
Spa· in 1560 . 

26 
Braden , Religious Aspect s of the Conque st , 267 - 268 . 



103 

up o~ t.ree inqui.::,~to~s, and a treasurer. Each drew ~n 

annua::.. alary of t :-ee t:_ousand pesos, paid by the cane. -

ries of t.e c~t edrals i t eir districts . 2 7 The ·n

oyallr ppointed and responsib l e onl y to 

n oa to a"d t e Holy Office and guard its 

privileges wss take by t~e viceroJ. The viceroy in tur: 

was to :-eport any i~vas~ons of royal patronage by the 

judges of the Inquisition, a~d the inquisitors had to gain 

tr:e viceroy's approval before any of t ' eir ruling s could 

be publis ed .
26 

T:e civil and ch re author~cies xere closely united 

in carrying out thv wo rk of the Irquisition . The civil 

gove!'n:r.e "t executvd t e decisions of the Ir.quisition, i .-

flicting corpora_ pu_is~ment wen d ~creed, and administering 

ard collect~ng the fies ~~p03ed. T~e clos e a~l iance of 

politica: a .. d inquisitorial po':-.rer ca_ be.::,t be illustrated by 

citing th o~fices: e~d simulta~eously by two viceroys . 

~oya y Contrera was not c.ly first i _quisitor general o~ 

Xexico, but a c bishop and viceroy . B"s~op Juan de Palafox 

y ½endoza was also irquisito~ - general, visitor - general and 

. 29 viceroy. 

27crivelli, ">1exico", Catholic Encyclopedia, X, 263 . 
28

xech-~, Churc~ z nd State, 40 - 41 . 
29 Ibic. . , 2 . 
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The purpose : t!e Holy O::'fice was twofold. Fi~st , 

the Inq· isitioL served t~e moral and r e "gious function of 

m~ir.tainin6 the purity of do 0 a and f · ith in New Spain. 30 

Secvndly, ~ha ~oly Office served the po:itica l purpose of 

c osely watchi g Ell persons c c s jer d jan6 s rous to tha 

c~v·1 governxent . I . vesti a ic1~ 

~11 cleric and lay o~fic~a ~ : o 

be ... or e or after arrest. 31 

1t · ~e pr · vate lives of 

( made by the office 

m:e Inquisition ceL::;ored itvrature to keep out hereti 

c · 1 writi gs duri g thG early colonial period, and new po 

litical t eories nd p:ilosop~ies da.bcrous ~o the colonial 

govern .ent du~·ng the la~er 32 per·io . '\.1hilt; tne i .pression 

exis-cs t' at the Holy or~·ce was ~e~y t . o~oug and complete 

i. its censors. i:_::i 9 t· is i., no;:, -crue . The institution did 

adopt meas re s a 6 ai .s~ the acmission and circulation of 

certai wr·t~ngs in~ e colony, a.d dexa~d a lis ting of all 

books i. priva-c 0 libraries and co ~me~ciel ~stablisnments . 

These measures were .. erely precautior.2.. ry warnings a d re -

t d 
. .., .... . . 33 su _ e l . ~0w coi _ sca~ions. The lis -cs of permitted books 

::'ro:, ~, e libraries throu.; .o t 1 exic o provioes an interesting 

JO-b.d 40 ~.' . 
3:_ aring, Snanish Smpire, 204- 205 . 

32Ibid . 

33rrving . ~eor.ard, Baroque Times in O_d x~xicc, Bo . 
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g,i~pse into t e variaty o literature ~vai l able . corr. -

::-o.ri~o wit' boo ·s i ·e¼ England at t e sax~ time is e -

lig te. ir:g for bot regions are usual ly assu~~e d to ha· 0 

shared a dep~ivatio of l it rature, the Jew E glander by 

choice ac1"' the 1Texi can by t' e In uisi ti on. T · s is certain

ly d · sproved y t e boo sellers I lists in bot· areas, a. d 

eve. in -i cates a sim"larit in 1.;orldly taste. 34 Whi le the 

I _quisition 1 s c n ors ip a·a he·p to keep most of the pub 

lic lo al a . d ort' odox, t' .e wrh;i .gs o_ the eightee th 

cent ry philosop ers icre s~uggled into t. e colonies, a~d 

even fou . d t~eir way i to the pr·vate 

iastics.35 

"b raries of eccles -

The te7rifyi~6 sec~ecy oft e Holy Office made its 

~:er~ c, ~ore ef:ect·ve A m~n 1 sua::..ly did 1ot know he 

¼as ur.der · vastigatio until tne o:fiGers of t~e Inquisi -

tio appeJred a~ .is door in t . e ' ddle of t.e night . From 

~ at time u ti t . e auto de fe~u no one outs ·da the walls 

cf t e Ho~y 0~f~ce saw .im or knew anything of the case . 

T:e accus d e7er learned t e ch&rges against him, and hi 

only part :n the exam·nation ,a s tot y and nsw8r a s ari , s 

35-ar·n,.,. a, Snanish Emnire, 205 . 

Jo - "' fe _it e_ally mea . s act of fa"th . It ~as t e 
pu' ::.._ :! ce:.~e:r.o:t1j'Of t: e :nq ... isi tion in w. ic: ~ .e se tences of 
t· e £.cc use' ware reed . 
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o~ a.biguously worded questions. If this was not conclus~ve 

:.e was put to t rture . This often took a great deal of 

time, anc occ a sio.a lly t .e accused died in~ e process . 

E~ e _et~ e heig t of its ec ~ivi t y, the Ho l y Office in ew 

Spcin only averaged t e completion oft irty - four cases & 

yea~. 37 T is w s few in number w:-. en c o,,1par ed to the many 

cases hand e d i Spai. by the I ~ui sit ion . 

~~ e tort re used to esta~ ish gu"lt or innocence varied 

fro. one -~o y Office to a .othe :c>. ':'h · s tortu::--e was con-

si erea not as pu · s:1me. t ut as a .eaYls to a end . T e 

.est o~~e em loyed me t: od s of j Qd icial torture in 1ew 

Spa i we:c>e k: otte ' ::--opes ,,:1ich ap:9:-..i e c.. :Jressure to the l egs 

an ar s , ad ~ e wa ~er t reatme~~ ~ _c· was cod wate r fu -

neled down t: e aJcus cd 's t ~_ oat. ft f~e:c> t~e ~orture those 

not confess · ng the "r wrongs or i~crimi~a ted by other wit -

a . t 38 es s0 s were pro. ounce i ·.:-: oc e • 

The :::,ub ic a r.not.:.nce .. e t of pu:iish er. ts, the auto de fe, 

w.~ . e·a in a co~ner oft' e public square in Mexi c- Ci ty in 

t : e pres ence of v i ceroy, officia: s a_ crowds o ' specta 

tors . 39 mhe f"rst a uto de fe was eld on Febr ary 28 , 1574 

37s L p son, Eany Mexicos , l 70 . 

38rb:d ., 168-169 . 

39Parkes, ~ex i c ~, 106 . 



a:ter tw o years of trying suspects. Se •enty - four convi c t3 

:narc ec out on t' e sc n no_d in the square to hear thei r 

se tences pro ounced by the judges of the Holy Offi c e . Te 

crimes varied from ~iaarny to Judaizing . Thirty- six of the 

men, ~ost y Englistmen from one of John Hawkins' captured 

ships, were accused of bei g Protestant schismati cs . The 

pur:ist.ments ranged fro d s.th to · eatings . 40 

T. ose cond mned by ~ e Inq i si tic-1 consisted of three 

groups, _elajados, reconciliados, a:d penitentes . The 

relajados were either bur~ed n person ore figy, t e se 

te:--ice be· g ca riec. c 1·c by t e c ril govern ent . T' ose 

urned i: e~f·gy had eithe_ ied by suicide or had escaped , 

T.e reconciliejos a· _ecog ize. ~ ~ir error ad begged 

pardon. lloue ~o _ ·ve , chey received ars~ punishments 

such as exile, i prison: ent, a d alca •s co::1fiscatio. of all 

property . T" e neni ter.te s , w1.1ose crimes did not warrant the 

deat per.alty, suffered various m"lder pJni3hments fo r thei r 

hl 
wrongs, b t all inc uded con is ca ti .. of proper ty . · 

In 1538 Charles V of Spain declared that Indians were 

r.ot to be tried by the -oly Office. Just a few years prior 

0s · M - ~{ • 16 8 · impson, :·1any. exicos, . 

41 
Crive li, 11 1" ex· c o n, Catholic Encyclo:)edia , X, 26 3- 264 . 
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to t is decree Bis: op Zurr..~ rr-E.ga h2.d tried ar.d burned a t ~he 

st ke a Texcocan c ,ie~ for ~aking sacrifices ~o idols . 

Wen this eveY:.t bee me known in Spain, the I Y:.quisition wa s 

~orbidoen to proc ed against Indians . 42 Such a hea 7 pe, -

alty it was be lieved wou d stop the Indians from bec omi ng 

C- ristia:1s . lso, the I diars 1 state of conve_sion was not 

considere perfect, and t · r pr-operty too l it tle to sup 
!J.3 

port the o fice t' rough co fiscatio. and fines . · 

Te Hoy Office fe 1 i_to -isuse ~n the seventeenth 

ad eig teen~~ centuries . The la c~ signs of activity ap 

peared :'ro 18 2 to 18::..5 -: en two priests, ~-ugue 1 Hidal go , 

and Jose '1aria Ivlorelos, 4-1- were tried fo r treason . The c i vi 1 

author "ties interrupted both ca se s b~:o_e coreplction, and 

J.. • • t - . ' ' f f · · d u5 p 1., t e --cwo me o e.s. tn oe ore 1r1 :-ig sq_ •.;3.. s . · 

The I quisition e~ercised its author ity ·n New Spain 

ntil t e archbis: op of Mexico on September 27, 1 813 de 

~reed its e:-tinction by order of the SpE.Y:.ish Cortes . 46 

On June 2, 18 4 it waa rs·nstated ~: j t e defin·tely 

42,b~ , 2r 3 -=---::.£ • ' p • 0 • 

3simpson, :fany ~exico.::. , 17 • 

'. ,See ppendix . 

5 i mpson, Many Mexi cos, 171 - 172 . 

46B ~ · ,. . III 701 ancro_ t , .1ex1c o , , . 
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a o ishe i . 1820 by King ?erdinand VII afte r ·c· .e liberal s 

'ac gained powe~ aga·n in Spain.47 

In its tv:) undred ~~d fifty year existenc e in New 

Spa:.~ t e :oly Offi c e ad b rned at the s take only about 

fifty peo le. Yet, the a~ount o~ r eal estate s e ized through 

its po icy of ~onfiscat ·on was enormous . I , 1649 alone t e 

I:. _ui si ti on 

trough t e 

cq ired prope ty wot. 

auto ce f e . ' 8 

t _ ee ~il ion pesos 

O be. alf oft ~ hoy Of~ice it G~n be stated that the 

inquisitors were generally mer. of the highest character ad 

integrity . Te s~al: -Ca~ - of its opera~ion in New Spain 

meant that ~he Inq~isition did little damage, and most Span

iards approved of its ai~3 . The inst·tution prese r-ted a 
,9 

Ee ace chie::'ly ~o foreig~ers and Jews . 

In ace:.. t::. on to t· e :::nqui si tion t ere were other clerical 

cou~ts, t e fueros ecles·asticos . These courts opera ted to 

give special privileges to t' e clergy. The priesthood did 

not appear b ::'o~e or inary tribunalc for crimes committed , 

b ·t r at er be::'ore t e · r own court system . T iis exemption 

from civ::. l&w dated bac~ to t e fourth and fift centurie s 

. 7c . . rive _ i, 11cexico 11
, Catholic Encyclopedi .:. , X, 263 . 

8G . · -ruer.i.1g, ?-:exico, 179 - 180 . 

h9
3

. 
· l.1 pso . , :-:an:: l'leY.icos , 167 - 168 . 
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i Sp in. Organized by dioceses these co· ts were of t.ree 

k:nds, t jos e or I dia~s , those for Spaniards, and ·hosw 

wh-'c"h hand d matters Oi wills 1 

so 
chape ls, and pious works . 

~.e ecclesiastica: courts had no jurisdictio over no -

C t olics &nd cou_d sot sentence Indians to hard labor or 

fine the:::n . The · risdictio. o~ sue. courts was g~adually 

red cad byte crown . T:e ~e c~ee of October 25, 795 

stated tat civil ccurt3 ~ere to .ave jurisdictio. of al 

6 ave offen es co ,illiiv~ed b cler · cs . . ~y question of juris -

·iction be wee~ ci~il and ecclesiastica courts was se tt led 

by the v·ceroy .. ppe :::. .s :'::-·om deci :o~.s of the ecclesiast· -

c&.l courts co ld .s c rried all t'.e w2y up to the pope until 

_606 . 

ci ·ea 

ft e. r t:. at t L e a ca s e s ha d to be de i it e 1 y de -

t: e colon· al c::..e:.~ical courts. Sl 

Litigation conce::-·ni· . .; roya l patro age i-rns not to be 

tried in the ecc : esiastical co : rts . . s a result, all cases 

co.cern ·ng disputes between the reli gious ord ~ sand the 

secular clergy , the admi istration of t~e churc , disagree 

ree .ts over bo ndaries of bis oprics, and impediments tote 

fil:i ,g of ·oer.efices were . eard i • c · vil tribunals even 

S~echam, Church and State, 34- 35 . Ot~er privileged 
groups possessi g ~ eir own tribunals outside t~e hiera ·chy 
o: royal courts i the colonies included the rr-ilitary, 
vario s corporation s of :::ne ·c~.ant s, and t e min· ng i d us try . 

5l_bid . , 35 . 
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t oug . the s •bjects involved were sp·ritual n classifi -
52 

cstion. 

Below the arc .bishop, bishops and clerical court mem 

bers came the bulk of the s ecu lar church organization, the 

ordinary parish priests . Byte sixteanth and seventeenth 

canturies, this priesthvod was tremenc ously important in 

colonial po _itics, society and wea t . 53 In ge neral the 

secular cl rgy resided in the cities, administeri g the sac 

rEme ts and preventi g rel~g:ous backs~idi g , wile t . e 

religi c s orders 1 bored with tb.e - dians. Ultimately the 

num er of c_erg~e in ~ew Spain becarre disprcportionate to 

ee 's of -c ' e Mtxica. soc::..e-;:;y bees.use t . e wealth of -che 

churc attracted too :;-.1any ... en ir.~o the se inaries of exi -

, . . f Q • 54 co ar.o pries-cs ror.1 ..,pa .. I. 161.;_4 t~e city council of 

~ex·co City asked King Ph:'...lip I to send no more priests as 

t ere were already six thousand placing an economic drain 

on the colony and doing litt e good. 55 Durin the eighteenth 

ce ~ury the nurr.be of priests in ¥exico was approximate ly 

the sa~e, five to six thousana . 5 ' T~ e cens~s of 1810 

52Ioid . , 35- 36 . 

53•ar::.. g, Spanish Empire , 1 79 . 

54r,eonard, Baroque Tirr.es , 44. 
55,obert r . :t-'cLean, ':'hat Mexican !, 59 . 

; 6Parkes, Mexico, 10_5 . 
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reve a ls only about four thcJsa.d secular priests out of a 

s·x million population in New Spain, a.d about the same 

n ·mber of re g ular clergyrnen . 5 7 

The power of the clergy over the Indians i~ not sur 

pri sin0 for through the collecti on of ~ees, use of the ccn~ 

fessional, and main~e~ nee of the schools and charitable 

. t. ... t. t ' I ' . · 1 d . ated . 58 Y t . t ins i ~u i ons ~e naians were easi y omi e 1 

as b e e n c ~arged t~ t ~ o Indian villag es while giving the 

app e ar a nce of b e in.; wl':at L,e s~ate and church des i r e d really 

ne e r b elong d to e i ~h er . Superficially the Indians sup 

p orted, tole~ated nd wor {e d for t ~e cle r g y , but there was 

an u d e r _ying negative spirit uo:"' 1-in.; against the clergy I s 

power. 59 

~: e sec lar clerc y ter.ded to b 6 mo r e oncer.trate d -· the 

cities i the sma 1 corn.muni i~s or rural areas . Per -

hap t ' is c o:1c er:tration · eveloped because t e Spanish lan

g uag e a nd culture flourished in the 1 r g er towns . Hundre s 

of prie sts did live int e sm 11 villa; es or traveled on 

horseb a c k and rrule tote remote are a s to m"ni s ter to the 

:·rnti ve s . Ye t or the size of the country and t· ousand s of 

5 7Bancroft, · :e x ::. c o , III, 737 . 

58callcc tt , C urch a~d Stat e , 10 . 

59Tannenbaum, Pe a e by Revolution , l-5 . 
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vil age,"' ere was an uneq ual ois t~ i bucion of priests fa vo r -

ing t e arge c:ties. In any r 1 r al e as the p ·ies t :.·e -

mained a stranger w o visited t.e fiesta and c ame two 0° 

thee times a y ar to per arm marriages , baptisms, a.d 

bur·a s . From ~his uneven distribution c ame a natural al -

_eg · a ce o~ t e priests to the in~erests of the upper 

c ass sin ~exico . Te c rch could look ~or little sup 

port fro t e r ral population where the clergy and r e 

ligious life we r e al~ust two dif!erent things . The car e 

of t' e churc uilding and r eligiou activities we nt on 

without the vis"ting pr·es~ just as ~~:1 as whe n ha was 

.,_ 60 
1., ere . 

Critics ~eve v:arged tat t e in~erests of the secular 

clergy, like those oft e fr:ars, shifted from soul to 

property. Obser ation of _·itual y t e I:-idians r.ieant more 

to the clergy than the Indi ans' . orality . If t e natives 

came to uas s on Sunday~ e pri sthood was satisf"ed. The 

city cle r gy was far too i te ested i ~nher itin~ estates 

at t.e oeat~beds oft e ric to care proper:y for the spir -

6 i~ual g idance oft eir fo _l owers . 

61 
Brenner , Idols Behind Altars, 29 . 
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During t~e sixteent century the church ~as relucta~t 

to ad it Indians, mes tizos, egroe s , or creoles 62 to the 

priest: ood . ..... n 1539 an ecclesiast i c _;unta in Me xi co Ci ty 

decreed that a few rr.estizos , and full blooded I ndians 

s .ould be d. it ted -co :;' e lo er ranks o t. e religious 

orcers to aid t.e p iests . Yet in 1 555, the fi rst Mexi can 

c. urch cou. cil de nied t' e admis si o :-i of mest i zos , Indians, 

d NI tote Orc·e s . 63 an 0g::>oes During t e first centur y the 

ed cation 1 ,aci it"e s in .ew Spain we re too poor even for 

t e training of creole s . Kestizcs war e net t houg t o f as 

i Te ly candidate s forte prie 3t ood bec au se of thei r il 

_egi ti:nate birt. a c pbring· ig by i g nora t mothe rs . Later 

whe a de gr6e of co onia stability wa s achie ved both creole s 

~nd mestizos wee ad~it~et . 6 

The hesitation of the c h · r ch to a llow natives to be c ome 

priests b e cause o~ t eir lack of a bility does not coincide 

wit' t' e '.:!; Ov er em:; policy o·~ ::1 lowing the natives to hol d 

p b l"c of:ices . As ear~y as 1530, t e audiencia of Mexico 

6 2v t · · · · ' I d. d S . h ~ es izos wer e 1a -c ves o~ mixe a n ian an panis 
b o od, and creo l e s were ~ exican bo rn Spaniards . 

bjH · S • ~ ~ • 216 ari g , uan~S:i ~mpire , . 

6 
Ibid . , 188 . 
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· s permitted by ~he Counci l of the Indies to appoint In

dia s as mayors or councilmen. F·nally, a royal ord , r in 

1588 stated tat ~estizos were to be orda"ned as priests, 

and it may be a sumed that the order was carried out, for 

in 1636 the king ordered the Mexi can Church to refrain fro. 

ordai .g so ma~ priests, especially mestizos and il-

·t· ,. 65 _eg irr.al,es . 

Si ce most of the prelates, viceroys and governors 

Kere roys.lly appointee Spac1iards, t ' ey naturally favored 

ot' er peninsular Spaniarcs. T. e c_ eole s resented this 

f avori tis :: 6 eat y, for w: · le they composed t e bulk of the 

priest ood in e sec l · r chc.:..~ch, the European bor Span-

iards possessec the rea power . 66 Te crown decreed on 

M y 2, 1792, t at o l hal ~ of t •. e b :-.ef · ces of the cathedral 

were to be co fe red on creo2.e s, but ~1exican Arch ' ishop 

Haro modi~ied t: is order by de~laring that creoles should 

o ly be granted lm,rnr offices in orc:er to .:a:i ntain their 

subm"ssiveness . By 1808, as a r e su- ~ o~ this policy , all 

the b's oprics in exico excep~ on~, and t~e greate r part of 

t cano~ stalls an' cur s.c ies were occupied y peninsular 

65 
3raden, Religious Aspects of the Conquest , 275- 276 . 

66H . • aring, Spanish Empire, 188 . 



Sp · ~iards . 67 }exican state s an and histori~:, Luc a s 

. laman, 68 recorded that six out of every sev en bishops 

end rch~"shops in the yea r 1813 we r e Spaniards fro ~ Eu 

r ope . Under t' e Hapsb rg rulers of Spain an ecclesiastic 

career had been possible ~or creoles in the colonies, but 

t e Bourbon line of Spanish rr.onar ch ended such opportuni 

ties wit' their policy of se lee ting only Spanish born 

c erics or advancement in the government and churcl . 69 

Te cler gy grew stvad" l y richer thro ~ghout t: e c olo 

nial period . Of course, the support of such an extensive 

aLd powerful ecc:esi stical orga izatio. performing the 

educational, chari~able, and reli ~ious duties for the colo 

ny d id require much revenue . Tis financial support for 

the secular c urchin Tew Spa~n w~s secured thro ugh severa l 

sources . Legally, t e k"ng possessed al _ the revenue 

collected byte ch rch int e ew World according to the 

papal bu~ of 1501 . Tiis de c~ee stated that ·n r eturn for 

assumi.g t:e finan c ial obligation of s ending all th8 cleri c s 

to t e 1~ew World, and assistiq; in - :e bu i l di .g of their 

ch re es, t' e crow~-: possessed the right to use the r e venues 

6 7Bancroft , Mexico , III , 683 . 

68~ A , . ..:-ee ppc..ClX . 

69Haring, Snanish Empire , 209 - 210 . 
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co lected as it sa,.· r.:.t . ortun~tely forte c urc , the 

Spa .. .s .o~a~c s c ose to devote the greatest pa~ t oft i s 

reve ue tote clergy, b . 

estabiishffie t . 70 

ops, hospitals a~d other pious 

One of~ e major s ell as the earl i est source s of 

ecclesiastical revenue waste tithe . As early as 1523 - 24 

t: is tax amounted to over -"ive t:.ousand pesos in Mexico 

City aloe, &nd Ve~acruz ~0tted o~e t~ousand pesos annually 

i. tit e . Sch mo~e d r:n 0 t:eue e a rly years was used b y 

t e crow to equi? c urc es and to pay salar~e 3 to priests . 71 

rnhis tax o: ~e. per ce .ton the proceeds fro~ the sale of 

a __ produce 6 rowr. o . :-:ex:_c&n soi was imposE.d upon the In 

dians as we _l · s t· e Spaniards in 1532 by royal order . 72 

~e reli 6 ious orjers co~plained of be~ng made to pay th 

t·t e or t e support o t.e secu arch re , and often 

falsely r eporte~ r ev6 .. ·e from t ei r property to evade pay -

73 me .t . 

In eac ciocese t e revenue fror.. t· e tit e was usually 

c·vided into for pa~ts, one o r the bishop, another f or the 

7~echam, Churc~ and Sta~e, 29 . 

7 Ba crof~, ~exico , II, 159 . 

72-b · , _ lO . , : I I, ' 66 . 

73 Ibid . , 3 . - 135 . 
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religious orders, and t ere a in i n g half di : ided into nine 

parts c ~l ~ad novenos . Oft ese ni e parts, one End one -

a f ~ent to ~e b o dy of the chur ch ad .inistering the 

~emporal"ties; four parts went to th e lower clergy ; one and 

or-e - ha f pa rts were gi ven to ho~p itals; and the remaining 

two - ·nt. s we t to t he k "r.3, w o usual ly spent it on 

churches . If t· e ti the s collecte d in tl e d · ocese were 

not enough to pay~ e c_er i cs the esta _i shed amount due 

t ' e~, the crown paid~ e b a lar.c e. 7 ! 

The ti~hes were collected by the officers of the royal 

treasury ano it waste viceroy 1 s duty to s ee that no one 

was overlookea . 75 The collectio~ oft i tax from the In-

dians was c&rr~ed out by arrend a tarios , off"cers who bought 

the rig:t from the cro~L . All the p r oduct s of flocks, 

farrr., and hards were sub ·act to the t ith e . Hiding income 

was punis able by excommuni c ation . T e church also sent 

d~~andante~ to colle ct alxs from the Ina·ans . The traveled 

wit .. ule trai r.s a:.:1d ... o ok th(' i age o:.· the saint for which 

tney were collecting Hi~ ~hem . s·r...ce ti t hes and c..::..m s we r e 

o ~ter. paid in produce, p ie sts set up their own market s . 76 

74Nec am, C. urch and State, 29 . 

76 ~cLean , That Mexic~n ! , 59 - 60 . 
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The collection of fe e s for funerals, marr~~g es, bap 

tisms, and fro:n t: e sale of medal s , candles and o t her 

ite, s, including i dulg ences, provided another sourc e of 

e c clesiastic i.co,e . Oft 0n t ese fees were made exces -

siv e ly i g ,, for on ly twenty years a:ter the con~uest the 

queen had to reprimand t e priests in the colony fo r 
77 

c .~rg· ng fees far in e x c es s of the services offered . m• e 

sale of indu~ge ces or b ul los ce cruz a 'a , brought muc r ev 

en e. T' e bulls had or "gir..ate d at t. e time of the cru 

sades , and were t'.e . used .:. n SpE-in to confer recognition 

on those w~o f o ught bra v e l y a g a i .s t the oors . These ae 

crees g ran~ed various i dulg er.ces ~o t e p ure aser in rew 

Spai • So~e granted dispeusatio s to the liv i ng, othe r s 

s ortened the tim€ that deceaseo fr ier.ds and relatives wou l d 

have to s ~~ Y in pur 0 atory, and still others freed a person 

~rom rest ori n g tolen g oo d s . This la~t er type o~ bull cou l d 

only be sold if t. e th _a f · .ad not corr1.111itt e c. the crime with 

t he belief t· at he mi g t escape puni s . . nent by pure . ase of 

the indulgence . mhe total amount of exempted stolen goods 

cou~d o~ exceed nine und7ed ducats in any two - year pe r iod , 

and the price o~ the bull depended on the a~ount of stolen 

goods. L 1803, the sale of su c h bul ls net ed two hunc:red 

77Gruenir.g , Mexico , 175 . 
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s lv e t~ . __ c onsci e c e s for misconduct t or,:ard the Indians • 

. egardle ss, by gift, l egacy, and purc1ase the church ar.d 

its re lig ious orders O'.med at least h2.lf of the property 

in ~exico byte e~d of the colonial period . so 

Since s~rplus liqu~d c2.pit ~l in Mex ico was scarce there 

was little organiz ~d bar.iing , 2. nd landowners b or~owed from 

the churc~ . Be c 2.u s e t e Spanish c olonial soc · ety was based 

on agr·c ultt..re , it did not prcduce a s urp lus of c 2.pital for 

i ve tment . There was L .. ttle i r. which to invest c ap ital 

except land a nd .ines, for i ncu , trial developme nt was non 

existen~ ~n t . e co ony . I 1 ad _tion , most of the l and ed 

~ristocracy ~d an n er~ ted ~radi tion of extr2.vagant spend -

81 
~6 . Helen p· ~p~s, a twentie~t c ent ury h ~s torian and 

eco o i s t , comments o~ the r ea l estate mortgages held by 

the churc. as follow : 

As mcney came easily to the ecclesiastics and 
as t'.".e C urct. fulminated a 6 ainst usury, they were 
"nd u e~t cre dit crs . They lent at s i x, five, and 
e v e n ~ c~r per c ent , 2.~d allo~ ed the debt to run on 
~rom se e r ati on to generation; provided in~er es t 
payme nts were prompt . Real estate mortgages , as a 
r ule, we re nomin~l l y for a period of ten years, ye t 
t,e mortgager felt perfectly sure that he would not 
~e cal _ed unon for the orincioal at the end of the 
oe riod, if he kept up t~e interest, but us ually he 
w.:. s at lib erty to pay the who l e debt when h e pleased . 
Some mortgage s , ~owever, were 'irredeemable' by 

8 .:1cLean, That Mexican !, 60 - 61 . 

61H .... ~ o-• a .. - o' Spanish Empi r e , 191 . 
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reement . The c_ergy preferred this form 
nat~rally , as it g vet em a peroetual invest
ment without further effort on t : eir part . 
~ortgaged p ope:::,ty was bo u( , a·1d sold freely 
wit~out consu_ting the creditor, but could not 
be divided . Since borrowing was so easy, it 
:s no wonder tha t landowners contin ed to in
ves t al: capita: that came into the i r possession 
in tl-: is subs -:an-cial and tax- free form of weal th 
ar..d to de pen upon t' e

8
r,ever - fai ling source for 

t eir wor:ing capital . 2 

122 

Thus, d ri ng the i.-hr ee centuries under the Spanish crown 

t.e c:~:::,ch prospe ·ed g·eatly ·n ~exico, being rich in lands , 

bui dings, and i _come . ~ith a~proximately five t ousar. 

secul r clergymen in _Seo, the rea estate v· lue of the 

proper-cy o·,srr.ed by the chu:..~ch amo nted to t,.,Jo or three mil -

lion pesos . fter -:he exp lsio . of tte Jesuits in 1767 , 

fewer p:eces of land pas3ed · nto -:;he possession of the 

churc:i.. 83 

By : aving so m c revenue - producing p~oper~y and in

co . e, t e ch~rch represente d a threat to the economi c s uc 

cess o~ the Spanish colony . T:i.e stimulus of private owner 

s. ip by ,any individuals was missing . The tf dead handn of 

the c urc prevented ecclesiastical lands from changing 
8 

~~ners or being divided . ~ oney was withdrawn from publi c 

82~echam, Church and State , h7 . -- ---- ' 

83 
Bancroft, Mexi co, III, 695- 696 . 

84 aring, Church ar.d State , 45, 
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circ ulation by te churc 1 s collection of tithes and alm s . 

Even among the clergy this income was ot fairl j istribu

te , for the parish priests existed on about one hundred 

pesos a year while the b·shops were among the richest men 

in Mexico . 85 By 1800 the archbishop of Mexic o r ecei ve d an 

annual inco~e of o e hu dred and thirty thousand pesos from 

property alone, and inco es of one h ndred thousand pesos 

were rece·ved yearly byte bishops of Puebl a , Valladolid, 

86 a,.d Guadalupe . 

Fro~ earliest colonia times, the crown tried to pr e -

ve . t the c~urc from acquiring e x cessive ownership of land . 

In 1535 Charles V ade it illega l to give lands to the 

c urc. . T is measure as well as t hose that were later 
8 7 

passed we~e n e ver enforce· . ' fter t: a Jesuit expulsion 

i 767, t: e crown recove red .any estates held in mortmain . 

n 1796 t e cro,. imposed a fifte e per cent t ax on all 

p roper ty sold to th e church . Then in 1804 , it was decreed 

tat all ?roperty belongir-g to benevo-ent institutions was 

to be take~ over by the st a te . Th i s also applied to sums 

invested a s loa , son property . So mu ch economi c distress 

85Par ,ces, 1exic o, 117 . 

86
Grue ing, e x·co 1 183 . 

87 
cLean, That Ke xican !, 61 . 
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was caus .;i ':Jy t · s measure t' at less than three per c ent 

of t he huge amou t ·nvolved wa s c olle ct ed the first year, 

a.1. t r whic: t e 1 w was r epea le d . 
88 

In spite of t e po l itical measure s taken against the 

acquisition of property by the church, most of the time the 

sec lar clergy and civil authorities cooperated with each 

ot' er . Cc1e o ""' th e first and few clashes involved Juan de 

Zumarraga, Bis: op of ·-1exico ci.i ocese and an outstanding 

ear y c e rgyman , v e rsus the first audiencia . 89 

Empe ror Cha rles of Spain had appo inted the members o 

t e audiencia and sent th em to New Spain to investigate 

c arges against Cortez . This sma 1 g oup wa s not only the 

hig est court i 1 ex · co , with a dmini strat ive , a dvi sory and 

j dic"al ""'u ctions, but was to su perv·se all other of 

fi cials . At t. is same ti , e t e E .peror felt that the pres 

e c0 o_,.. a bis·_op in . ~xico City might elp put to rest s o:ne 

of t .. e r· ors co cerning Spanish cruelty to the Indians . 

T.~~efo ~e , in December, 1527 the Err] eror appo i n te d Francis 

ca. friar Juan de. Zu .. arraga to be t· -~ n ew bis o p . Being 

eager to begin his new task, Zuma_raga s ailed for ~aw Spain 

witho t wa:ting for papal c .fir m2 tion of his appointment . 

3ishcp- e l ect Zu arraga and four member s of the first 

88callcot t, Ch ~- ch and State , 61. 

89schla:>ma r., exico , 85 . 



125 

--lC encia journeyed to 11fe xico,, where they were met by the 

fif~h meffioer of the audiencia, 90 uno de Guz:nan . 

sit develope d, t .e :nain purposes of this audiencia 

wer e to discredit --6 r an Cortez a "ld to look for silver and 

gold, not to es tabl · s, peace and justice . The group under 

Guz. an's lead er ship oppressed the Indians, branding t em 

with hot i r ons, ad shipping t em to the Antilles as 

91 
sl ves . Guzman seized ancomienda s and distributed them 

to his frie ds under the pretext of destroying Cortez and 

other co~qui~tadores , a desig th · t t e crown encouraged . 

As a result, the whole I dia::1 pop · lation faced s.-:mihilation . 

Zumarraga listened to L. c: 0 rieva c es of the Indians and 

after repeated ly r dmouish i ng the audie~cia , smuggled a let 

t er out of the cou .t~y t o the Cou cil of the :nd·es . Ee 

cause of this action , · n 1530 t e ... e!Tlbership of the audiencia 

..J d f 1 ft. . + • t d 92 was c. a . geJ , a men o o ier c. aracver appoin e • 

Te ch~rge t a t Zuma raga · ed the p ulpit too much to 

c or.1me t on t · e acts of g overnment of_ icials meant t· at the 

s eco nd audiencia was grant~j power to ~estrai n his actions 

and interfe rence . C ecked in this way, Zumarraga turned his 

. 93 
zeal in anot~er direction, th0 destruction of heat. en elics . 

90 Ib::.d . , 79 . 

9-Ibid . , 80- 81 . 

9 2s i mpso , .-1any .·Ie::dco s, 35 . 
93Bancroft, Mexi co , II, 298 - 299 . 
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In 1532 Zumarraga returned to S~ain without funds but 

etermin ed he would be ,eard c oncerning betterment of con

ditions for th e Indians . The title of " prot e c t or of the 

I d i ans 11 
·,, s bestoKed on him, and the authori ty to examine 

the sy te~ of tributes to try to bri ng about their r educ 

tion . T' e audiencia was to assist him as much as possible . 

After for ally being c onsecrated bis.op in Spa in on 

pril 27, 1533 , Zu a rraga sai l ed b ack to Ne w Spai n to carry 

is work . 94 on 

D ring is absence from Ylex ·co the second audiencia 

ad ad 1ised t e crown that a ne,,T form of gover nment s ould 

be created wh~ch would be, ore effective than the audien-

cia . T us in ovember, 1535, the king appointed a viceroy 

as his r epresentative . 9 5 T:e audiencia then be c ame an ad 

visory grou? for t.e viceroy and in his ab s ence act 0d as 

a . t . . .. t t· b " 96 
an a in erim aaminis ra ive oay . 

The new head of the co l onial gove r nrr.ent, the viceroy , 

also helc t e t"tles of go vernor, c an t ain general, presi 

dent of the audie~cia , supe rintendent of ~ e royal exchequer, 

and v~ce - pa tron o the church . Be_ng vice - patron of the 

94Ibid . , 387 . 

95schlarman , Mexic o, 85- 86 . 

9 6Rippy , Latin America , 64 . 
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church meant that the viceroy h ad many duties deali ng with 

ecc l esiasti cal affairs . The collecti on of the tithes, out 

of w.ich the ch urche s , schools d charitable insti tution s 

-e re built and the salaries of bi s ' ops and priests paid, 

was now supervised b y the vic e roy . 97 He a lso exercised the 

rig' t of p r e3e ntat ion for the croi.m , w i ch was the choice 

of candi dates f or churc offices . 98 

Te first appoint , eL t of viceroy by the king wa s in

dee d exc llent becaus e Don A tonio de Me doze, who held the 

off ice from 1535 to 1550, was & ., an of great ability and 

wor·ed clos el y wit B~3 h ~J Jan c e Z ~mar raga . Tog ether they 

were r espon s ib l e or bri ,g ing t h e first printing press t o 

exi co, and establ"shi ~ th a U iversity of :axi co . 

Zumarrag a , dedicate ' to e ducatioL , did not for get the 

instruction o n ative girls . Since there were so few nuns 

to te ac. t e nati v e girl s, he trained lay - women teachers . 

Hi devoted spirit is re veal ed in this let ter written to 

the kL g : 

Tr-at whi ch most occupies my t~oughts; t 
whi ch my i;.: il is most inc~ i ned and my small forces 
strive, is t.at in th ·s city a.d e very diocese, 
t ere s a:1 be a college f or Indian boys learning 
6 rammar at _east , and a great establ i shment with 

99 ro om for a large n u bar of daughters o: t : e I dians . 

97sc larman, Mexi c o , 9 2 - 93 . 

98~echa~, Church and State , 33 . 
99Ke lle y, l ~a rs, 9 1 - 92 . 
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Shortly b e_ or e is death Juan Z~marraga was designa t e d 

ir st archbi s op of . exi co . Only nine days after t e do cu 

ments a rr·ved Zumarrag a died, on June 3, 1548 at the a g e 

Of . ht 1 00 eig. y . lthough t his outstanding prelate was cred -

ited with deny· ng himse l f the necessities of life, h e left 

a wi 1 revealing that he was a man of property , p oss e ssing 

ouses in Verac r uz and }exico City, an encomie nda , numer ous 

101 sla v es , horses and mules, as we_ l as .. oney . Zumarrag a ' s 

position as archbisho p was next ~illed by friar Alonso de 

ro n tufar on Jue 13 , 1551, a notab 0 Dominican and officer 

oft e Inquisition . His te r m as archb " s op was mar ked by a 

clash between t e r eligious orders and secular cl e r g: · , and 

the holdi g of the f"rst ~~o church co~ncils in Me xico ove r 

w. ich he ?resided . Y.ont f ar di0 d on ¥£arch 7, 1572 shortly 

after o~ icially establis ing t e Inquisition in New Spain . 

His successor , Pedro de ~oya y Con treras, ? ~e side d ove r 

the t : ird provi nc i al c. urc 
102 

co unci 1. 

With its power to r egu l ate co o· . a l lif e through the 

c .. urc e s, sc ools, Inqu · sition, and gov ernmental affairs, 

special privileges , and vas t wealth , t he secular church 

lOOBancro~t, Mexico , II, 556 . 

lO Ibic ., 557 -558. 
102 

Pri e st l ey , Mexic an Nati on , 1 09 - 110 . 
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ace pied preponderant place i n rew Spain . Throug out 

t .e coloni a l period the se c ular clergy g uarded i ts p o s i t i on 

very care ; , e ven t o the pc · nt of weakeni g a ot: e r part 

o ~ t e Ca~ , o ic Ch urc~ , the ~e li g iou rders. ..., ile the 

sec lar c er g y endeavored to protect~ e Indians, and p ro 

v·aed millio s of pesos f or pious establishments, many 

criti cs feel tat the co version of ew Spa i n had been a c 

co 1pli s .ed too easi y fo ~ it to be permanent , and that t . e 

s e c arc e r gy like the friars be g an co r est on its l au r e l s 

too quic ·ly . 1 03 

103 
7an e baum , Peace by Reva u t ion , 42 . 



CH PTER VI 

THE SPIRITUAL A -D CULTURAL ACCO~PLISHMENTS OF THE CHURCH 

During the colonial period the church in Mexico had 

vast power and wealth . Much of this power was necessary to 

carry out its widespre ad responsibilities . Such respon

sibilities incl·ded not only the conv ersion of the Indians, 

b t the transference of the cultural heritage of Spain . 

The church operated the sc: ools, primary to college lev el, 

as we 1 as the hospitals ad other charitable institutions . 

I tellectual ife in Mexico de elope under the guidance 

oft: e church, ad~ e ar~s and sciences were direct l y in

flue ced by this powerf 1 e cclesia~tical - rgani zation . 

The greatest achievement of the colonial church in 

, exico was its missiona~y work wit! the Indians . The con 

ditions f av or ~ng sue efforts included (1) the similarities 
1 

b etw -~n the ~ative and Christian rel i ~ions; (2) the out -

standing zeal of the e arl- mis s ionar i es; and (3) the sup -

2 
port of bo~h the local and royal g overn.ments . 

See C' apter II for a discussion of these similarities . 

2Bra en, Religio s Aspects of the Conquest , 180 . 
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~: e first favorable co nditi on, the similarities be -

twaen e native and Chr istian f a iths, meant that v e r y few 

Lew re igious ideas were introduced to the Indians . The 

Christian faith ·blended easily with :ndian paganism . The 

policy of the f riars was to avoid abrupt chang es in prac 

t · ces and ideas . The ritualisti c observances that the 

churc brought to Me x ico , such as the pictures and images 

of saints, t h e be l l s and incense to accon pany th e sac ~i 

fice of mass , the c olorful robe s of he priests , and the 

reli g ious holidays with the i r parades and m sic , a ll adde d 

to the success of the cler ; y in the :r missionary work . 3 

Se condly , the early missionaries were very zealous . 

Qui te often those fir s t friars were fanatically narrow in 

t' ei r views, but in holiness of ife and devotion to duty 

t' ey were ot to be surp assed . They provided an outstand 

ing work force dur · ng t e early conversion period . 4 With 

g ood will and faith they s et about the spiritua l c onques t 

of New Spain with an energy equal to that of Hernan Cortez 

himself . In an amaz i ~gly short tirr. e the friars had com

p l e tely replaced the nati ve priest s as t .e leaders of 

Ind"an soc ie ty . S 

3Park es , Me xi c o , 106 - 108 . 

4Braden, Relipi ous Asuects of the Conques t , 136 . 

5 Parkes, Mexico , 72- 73 . 
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Thirdly , the g overn~ent supported the missionary work 

y paying the f riars' passagd to Ne w Spai n and c aring f or 

t em u 1til ~ ey cou ld est ab lish communities of their own . 

The king paid for the constructi on of the first monasteries, 

and gave pre s ents of silver servi c es , wine , o il , and 

candles to the poorer establi shmen~ s . Also , the fri ars 

had special concessions g r anted by the pope and ra tified 

by the king a l lowing them to perform t. e du t ies of r egu l ar 

parish pri ests without the e uthori za ti o . . of a bi shop if no 

5ac ul a r clergymen were a v a ilable . 6 After establishment the 

missionaries c ou ~d not expe ct mu ch finan cial support of 

t ei r wor~ b y the Indi ~ns . The kin; 's tithe and Spanish 

encomenderos ' contributions p~ov ided the revenue for t he 

new b u~ l ding s . The Indians p~ovided the lab or which they 

gave fr ee ly . 7 Ordin a rily when ne w churches were built, one 

third of the c ost wa s paid by the ro ya l treas ury, and the 

remaining tKo - thirds by the I ndians a nd the encomenderos . 

The Indians actually b ore t hee. tire two - thirds burden, for 

they not only provided the manua l labor, b ut also worked 

. 8 
f or the encomenderos , enabling them to p ay thei r part . 

I 
0 -raring , Snanish Er1'n ire, 185- 186 . 

7Br aden , Re li g ious Aspects of the Conquest , 263 . 
8 

Mecham, Church anc State , 29 . 
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Te conditi o~3 h~ndering rr.issi onary efforts by the 

clergy included (1) t he indifferent and sometimes hostile 

attitude o the Sp ~niards toward th e conversion of th e 

natives ; (2) evil examp l e s set by many Spania r ds; ( 3) mis 

treatme~t of the Indians; (4) t e unworthiness of l ater 

priests; and (5) conflicts arr.ong t h e religious order s them

selves, and between the re g ular a~a secular clergy . 9 

The hostile attitude of the Spaniards toward the con

v e rsion of the natives was ca used by the compet ition be 

tween the Spaniards and the clergy ov er the use of Indi an 

labor . The Sp aniar ' s complained of the numb er of mon 

asteries, the numbe r of servants employed by them, and the 

exce ssive number of feast days wh ich we ra lost wo r k days 

10 
for the encomende ro s . Even though the poss e ssion of an 

enco~ienda carrie d with it the ob i gation of indoctrinating 

the Indians, tnere we r e relatively few who paid mu ch a t 

tention to the r ule . Some Spaniard s, charging that the 

p rie st s incited the Indians to rebellion, tried t o dis 

credit the missionaries with scandal, and fi nally stopped 

11 
givin g alms for their support . 

9Brad en, Religious Asnects of th e Conquest, 1 8 0 . 
See Chapter IV for earlier d i scussion of the clash betwee n 
the regular and s ecular clergy. 

10Gruening, Mexi co, 178 . 

11Braden , Religious Aspects of the Conquest , 206 . 
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e ·L g had expressed hope that c onta c t betwe er. the 

Sp aniards and Indians would inc r ease the sprea d of Chris t i 

anity , but to the c ontrary; ~he ming ling of the t wo group s 

on l y provided the Indians with Spanish examp l es of gre e di 

ness, loose s exual habits, dishonesty, an d ge n eral low 

morality . Drink i ng , while common b a fore tne conquest , 

became only mo r e prevale t after contac t with the Spaniards . 

Bishop Z ~arraga in 1 529 o tlawed the ma nufac t ure and sale 

of oulq ue , the native alcoholic d i n k , but his order had 

lit tle effect .~2 

As a whole t elater pr i e sts left much to be desired 

in morality and c arac t er . Toribio ~otolini a , an e a rly 

Franciscan friar , contra s ts the early missionar ie s with 

the later clergyr, en when he de s cribes the lat te r 1 s l ack of 

perseverance , preference fo r prea~.ing to Spaniards only, 

and even disliking the Indians and being unwilling to min-

13 ister to them . Yet the need ior p r iests was so great at 

the be g inning of the co lonial p e riod that the church authori 

ties were forced to use the unworthy and fraudulent . They 

stated their position on the subje ct this way , 11 We hold it 

a lesser evil that there be priests to administ e r the 

12Ibid ., 207 . 

1 3
Bra d e n, P. eligious Aspects of the Conquest , 215 . 
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sacrarr.ents even though they be of &n undesirable character 

tha that the natives be wholly without t, e sacraments , 

especially the holy ri te of baptism . " 
14 

The missionary efforts were also hindered by the ri 

valry axong the religious orders thems ~lves . In many in

stances t e orders were more interested in acquiring prop 

erty than in their work of conversion . Not only were the 

various orders jealous of each other, but within each ord er 

there were quarrels between the Spanish and creole members 

over equality of ra nk . Simu~taneously the r eligio us orders 

were engaged in a struggle against the secular clergy which 

le:' 
lasted to the time of independence . / 

The four methods us~d by the early friars t o convert 

the natives were te&ch'ng, preaching , the us e of force and 

authority, and the suppress · on of ido l atry . The teaching 

and preaching blended together as one ~ethod . It became 

the practice of the early missionaries upon reaching their 

assigned city or village to choose a site for the con

struction of a building in which to instruct the chi ldren . 

This building would be one long room where the Indian chil 

dren could sleep and be taught , plus smaller r ooms . The 

14Ibid . , 217 . 

lSBancroft , Kexico , III , 705- 706 . 
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friar uncerstood wha t the Ro~an Ca tholic Church 1as always 

under s tood, t e difficulties of conver .1..ing an ac. _t and 

t ~ e r dv a ntages of training a c h ild . fu~ c1 the b uilding s 

were ready t e Indian chiefs were instructed to bring thei r 

children . Instead the 0hiefs substituted the c hi ldren of 

their slaves and servants . In so doing, the chiefs great -

y dec e iv e d t emselves, for those chi dren brought to the 

friars did learn to read and write . Many of the child re n 

educated · y the fria~ s lat er became maycrs and other In

dian officials . 16 

mhe adults we r e a ~o ass e~bled and the priests tried 

t o te ach Chris t ian d oc v~i n e to t h em. Out of fear of Her 

nan Cortez and the o ~~e r on q uist adores these early con

verts lis t e ,ed v O the pri e st s . Some ~ tt ~m learned the 

La tin pra,·er s, but . o st under stood little and continued in 

their idolatrous reli g ion .
17 

Tn e catechism ten used byte Franciscan friars con

t a in s the r e lig io u s i n str uction g iven t e Ind'ans . Begin

ning wi th the d "ections for 1aking the sign of the cross , 

the catechism explains the Apostles 1 Crc 3d , Lord 1 s Pray er , 

n ' e .ar ~' and Sa lve Regina . Te Fourteen Articles of 

16 , Brac e n, Religious Asuects of the Conquest, 143- 144 . 

l7Ib i d . , 1 6 . 
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Fait are then detailed , ~allowed by t he Ten Command~ ents . 

!ext t e f" v e commandment s o t e Catholic Church arc g iven , 

these being ( 1 t o attend mass on ~very Sund a y and feast 

day ; (2) to make at least one confe s sion dur i n g Lent ; (3) 

to receive the Eucharist at Easter; ( ) to abs t ain and fast 

w en the church r6quires; and ( S) to contr ibu·c e the first 

~rui ts of a ll produce including livesto~k , plus their 

tithes . After this the seven sac r aments of the church are 

a numerat ed ; v enial and mortal si ns a r e explained , and the 

method of abso lu t ion. The ca t echism ends with si mple 

prayers . 

11 the material int e catechism was to be learned 

by the I dians befor e they co u l d recei v e the sacraments , 

but in some c ases tha priests ~ere c ontent if the convert 

crossed himself and aid the Ave Mar ia ar. d Pater Noster . 

Before cost priests would heart e Indians' confessions or 

administe r matr imon y , 

Fait had to be e xpr~ 

ar understanding of the Articles of 

. 18 
s E, C. . 

Unquestionably t ' e use of fo rce and authori t y p lay ed 

a part in converting the Indians} b tit has been ov e r 

stressed by criti cs of the church . True , the beloved Fr a n 

cisc ans did use t e whip f r equently when dealing with their 

18 
Ibi - . , 158 - 161. 
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0:.ar _: es . Letters from the bi snops of Mexico to the king 

criticize the monks for e ~cessive use of force , but the 

s e ~ular clergy enjoyed discrediting the friars in every 

possible way . After the issuance of a roya l decree for 

bidding the punishment of Indians, Friar Jeronimo ae Man 

dieta, wrote the commissioner - genera l of his order in 1562 

statins that if the ~riars did not have the authority to 

p~nish and correct the Indians they would not be able to 

preach and administ e r t · e sacraments, f or he concluded , 

"'I'he se people are so low and mi s er ab le that if one has not 

all authority with them he has none . !! In the opening years 

the use of force was important in the missionary work, but 

~t fell into th e backbrou~d as more and rr.ore Indians c ame 

under t e constructive influence of the teaching and preach-

. f t f · 19 
ing o .a riars . 

Tc.es ppression of idolatry proved to be a tremendous 

u .certaKing for the friars , anc led to the c arge that the 

early clergy destroyed many valuable Indian records telling 

of tre ir hist ory anc c L:ture . 20 The task of destroying 

idols and pagan temples comme. ced in 1525 with the mis 

sionaries in the capi t a l city . s· ortly thereafter , all the 

19Braden, ~el rious Aspec t s of the Conquest , 169- 172 . 

20 
Tannenbau~ , Peace EL Revolution, 37 . 
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temples and shrines in ~exi co Ci ty, Tla::c e. la ar.d Guc.xo 

cingo21 were demolished . Gradually the pries~s and their 

helpe~s, the sons of chi efs , worked their destruction 

through all the occupied t er~i tory . 22 Bishop Zumarrag a 

r eported in 1531 , that as of that date twenty thous and 

idols and five hundre d t emples hc.d been destroyed . Being 

missionaries and not archeologists they f e lt tha t a ll ties 

wit ' the pa ga n r e li g ion must be destroyed as obstacles to 

L,. risti anity . 23 

Defenders of the church state t ha t many Azte c hiero 

slyphi cs were destroyed by t . e c onquis tadores and Indians 

jefor e the firs ~ ~ is i onaries came . 24 In preconquest days 

Indian temp l es s e~ved as forti fication s and were customari 

ly destroyed by the Aztecs . Hernan Cortez insisted on the 

dest r uction of the pagan temples and idols . Whe n Cort e z's 

all ies, the Tlaxcala Indians, entered Texcoco one of thei r 

first acts was to burn the p r incipa~ pa l aces and a rchives . 25 

The ear l y missi o .aries who wrote histories s p oke only of 

destroy·ng temples and idols, not wr iti n g s . By 1530 the 

21G · · k H . t . uaxoc1ngo 1 s now no~n as ueJ O z1ngo . See Map II , 
for ocations . 

22Braden , Re ligious Asoe c t s of the Conque st , 164 . 

23schlarman , Mexico, 130. 

2 Crive-li , 11 Mexi co", Catholic Encvclopedia , X, 258 . 

25schlar man, Me xico , 130 . 



i ssionaries distinguished between prohibited and non 

pro ,ibited painting s . 26 Later du_ing the r elig i ous re f or~s 

of the nineteenth century many of ~he translations of In

dian writings and r ecords in cl e r i c establishments t h ro ugh -

27 
out Mexico were destroyed . 

s for the effectiveness of such destructive efforts by 

th e church to stop idola t ry, it was fear of t he Spanish more 

than anything els e t hat k ept pag an exhibiti on s away from the 

p blic eye . Indeed, the old praconquest rite s re tain ed 

their hold on many o f ~h e converts . To destroy the super

stitions of the past and to c ast aside idols to wh om so much 

had been attrib ted byte natives was no small task, a nd 

28 in the more isola ted area s was n e ver accomp lished. 

~ ass bap tism wa s an integra l pa~t of the missionary 

work . Ba?t i sm alone was not a violent break for the In

cians fro ,. t e ·r reli g ious past . Perhaps this accounts for 

t h e eagerness of the natives to be baptized .
29 

In 1531, 

Bi shop Zumarraga c redited the Franciscans with a million 

bap t isms in a seven year period of ac tivity . Friar Moto 

linia sta es t ' at some of the early mi ssio a rie s baptized 

26crive l l i, "Mexico", Catholic En cyclooe dia, X, 258 . 

27Kelley , Altars , 41-42. 
28Bancroft, Me xico , II, 79 . 

29Braden, Religious As o e ct s of the Conquest, 69 . 



iftee. hundr ed persons i n one day, and altogether b aptize d 

four mi l lion Indians in fi te e n years . 30 

Since so few Indians und erstood Spanish during the 

early year s , the friar s had a difficult time translating 

the doc tri ne into t e r.ative tongue through interpreters . 

Yet the friars pers e v e~ed and it was hope d that the influence 

of baptism m · g· t ai d in bringing an underst andi n g of the 

faith . Towar d th ~s end a mani a d eve l oped among the mis s i on

a ri e s to bestow the s a crament on t.a na t ives . All the church 

required wast at the Indian listen for a few day s to the 

teac· ing of the do c t ri e · efore his baptism . Thi s was a 

voided y some natives\ .. o a ppe ared at the site of the cere

mony and we re bap~ iz c along with the others. 31 

T ose wi s ,ing to ~e baptized we r e arrang ed in groups, 

the children being pla ced in fr ont . The entire ri tual was 

pe rf orrr.ed on a few select natives and t h e r e s t were s p rinlr..led 

with water . In giving the Indians Christian names, one day 

all the male s we r e b apt ized Juan and the females, ~aria . The 

next day the n am es of Pedro and Catalina were issued a nG ·~o 

it contin ed every day throu gh the lis ts of saints 1 names . 

30 
Haring , Sn a nish Emni r e , 186 . 

31 
Bancroft, Mexico , II, 174-175 . 



slip of paper with his n ew name was g iven ev ery nativ e 

in case he forgot or had to prove his identity o r bap 

. . 32 ~ism. 

While these mass baptisms were justified on the gro u nds 

of necessity, doubts arose concerning the legality of such 

informal baptisms . T: e pope s ett led t .e matter by dec ree 

on ~ay 15, 1537 confir~ing a 1 baptisms already pe rfo rmed . 

He furth e r stated that henceforth alt , c andle , s a l i v a , and 

cross should ~e applied to several o t of a l arge gro up , 

but oil and wate r must be g iven individual l y t o each per -

33 
son . The first church council in 1555 discussed mass bap -

tisms and agreed that only two days a week , Sunday morning 

and Thursday afternoons ould be o a pci sm days. 34 

Un ortunately conversion by baptis., was often only tem

porary . Te Indian accepted the ceremon ial rite but seldom 

understood the true pur pose of it . The easy submission of 

the Indians to b a ptism was taken by the church as evide nce 

o their conversion to Christianity, but to the Indians sub 

mission wa s often a way to wi n favor and grace from the new 

conquerors . 35 

32Ibid . , 175 . 

33 Ibid . , 176 . 

34Braden , Religious Aspect s of the Conquest , 230- 231 . 

35Tannenbaum, Peace E_.Y Revolution, 45-46 . 
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Idolatry declined and c v~version increased greatly in 

1exico after the vision of Our Lady of Guada l upe in 1531 . 

On December ninth , only ten y e ars after Cortez 1 s v ictory , 

an Indi an named Juan Diego on his way to hear mass had a 

vision that the Blessed Virg in appe &red to him on the path 

near Tepayac outside of Mexico City . She told him to go to 

Bis op Zums.rraga and ask h · . to build a chapel in her honor 

there on the side of th at v e r y hill . 36 The fir st day J uan 

Diego was turned away by the bishop . The next day the bish -

op asked for a token of some kind . The thi r d day , the 

twelfth of December, the Virgin Mother commanded Diego to 

climb the hill of Tepaya c and gathe r roses . 37 When J uan 

presented the r ose s to the bishop, the inside of his cloak 

in which the roses had been carried , bore the image of t h e 

Blessed ~othe r . This same imag e is still v enerated a t the 

shrine of Or Lady of Guadalupe . 3 8 

After the apparition Juan Diego withdrew from c i vi l 

pursu·ts and devoted himself to reli g ious service , living a 

life of celib acy, and dying in 1548 at the age of seventy-

f our . 39 Die go testified that the Blessed 1other appeared t o 

36schlarman , Mexico, 133 . 

37Gruening, Mex ico , 235 . 

38schlarmar. , Mexico , 134 . 

39Bancroft , ~exi co , II , 407 , n . 71 . 
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him a ~ain later in his life . 40 He and his fami l y recei v e d 

pensions from the crown for the rest of their lives . 41 

Before the conquest , on the site of the shrine bui l t 

to honor Our Lady of Guadalupe had stood the temple of 

Ton antza, p a gan g odd ~s s of earth and corn . She was wor 

sh ipped throughout Mexico by various names . 4 2 Viany writer s 

nd istorians, even men of the church , feel that the simi 

larities of the Vir gin to the pa g an diety are t o o g r ea t t o 

have been coincidental . Some argue that the painti n g is no t 

auth entic but a rus e to convert more Indians . Othe rs be 

lieve that the B: ~ss ec Virgin a ppe ared as an Indian cl sely 

r e s embl i ng the pa g an g odd ess in this picture as e v idenc e of 

e r purpose to prove that the Indian had a soul wor th saving 

h3 li k e th e wh i te man . · 

The picture its e lf is painted on a course native cloth , 

ay a te . The repres ented irgin is st a nding with her r i ght 

foot on a crescent rr.oon s pported by a c erub with h er hand s 

cla s ped on h e r breast . She is dressed as a woman of r ank 

wear ing a ric ly embroidered rose colored tuni c with a belt 

of v e _ve t around her waist . A mantle or cloak cove r ed wit h 

4 °schlar~a n, ~exico, 134 . 

4 -nowning , The Mexican Earth , 128 . 

4 2Gr ening , Mexico , 236 . 

4 3Braden , Re ligious Asuects of th e Conqu e st , 305- 306 . 



stars rests on her sho ulders , and she we ars a t e n point 

crown on h e r head . 44 The Lady of Guad a lupe i s dark, with 

straight Indian ha ir parted in the middle , and has Indian 

features . 4.5 

Ar g u. ents advanced against t he authenticity of the 

miraculous p s ~n ting include the following : (1) Bishop 

Zumarr age wrote n othing on th e s ubject; (2) Friar Ju an 

Torq emada , an infl uentia l c ontemp orary of that period , 

states in his writing s he did not belie ve the painting 

m·ra culous; (3) a r tis ti c faults are evident in the paint 

ing ; and ( 4 ) t ~ r ,va t e , or cloth suppo s e dly worn by Juan 

Di ego, is not of the usual me asurements of the mantles worn 

in tha t day, but is l onge r a nd narr c,i;er . 

Defenders of the authenticity of the ori g in of the 

paint ing of Our Lady of Guadalupe base the i r case on (1) 

native manuscript s g iving accounts of it; (2) the testimon

ies of a g ed people ; and (3) th e e xtensive miracle s claimed 

&t the shrine b y man' writ e rs .
4 6 

Re& ar dless of su ch &r g ume nt s the de votion to Our Lady 

of Guada l pe i s in the blood of t he Mexican . As one I nd ian 

44Bancroft , Me xico , II, l1.06 . 

45nowning , The Mexic a n Earth , 130 . 

46Bancroft , Mexi co, II , 407, n . 69 . 



writBr so apt ly expressed it , " The day when t he Virgin of 

epayac is no longer vene r ated int is l and , not only will 

the .exi c a n nat i onali ty have melted away, but even t he very 

me~ory of the in~ab i t ants of present day Mexic o will have 

v &ni shed. '14 7 

In 18~5 an investigation into the genuineness of the 

existing painting proved it was indeed the one depicted on 

the mantle of Juan Diego . After asking that the picture be 

taken down for altar repairs , the heavy wei ght of t h e pic 

ture attracted at t ention to the five bo ards upon whi ch it 

stratched .
48 

These boards were the top of Bi sh op Zumar 

raga 's own table, bearing an inscripti on from the bishop 

certifyins the picture . The a .tiquity of the boa rds and 

wooden nails was verified by the committee too . 
49 

On the site of the vis i on of Our Lady of Guadalupe a 

chapel was built around the spring , and a magnificent church 

constr cted to house the venerated painting .50 Tne cost of 

this church is es~imated at from half a milli on to e ight 

hundred thousand pesos . Work was b eg un on the church in 
51 

in 1695 and was completed in 1709 . In 1737, Our Lady of 

7schlarman, ~exi co, 588 . 

48sancrof t , Mex ico , II , 407 - 408 . 

49 Ib id . , 4c8 , n . 72 . 

5or .d 
~ - ' 406 . 

5libid . , 406 , n . 66 . 



Gu dalupe was proclaimed patroness of Me xico , in 1910 of 

52 Latin merica , and in 194 5 of Allierica . 

147 

Following its missio~ary achiev eme nt s , t: e , ext g re& 

accomplish, ent of the ch urch in colonial Mexico was its 

work in the field of education. At that time education was 

the duty of the church and large l y her financial responsi 

bility . The universities, colleges , and schools were all 

operated by the church, f or the cle r gy was the only edu 

cator . 53 The early friars in a few years had pr i ~ary sc~ools 

to teach doctrine in e v ery impc:;:- tan , Indi an town in t he 

present states of Tlaxcala, Pu v a 1 0alisco, Hidal go , Kicho 

acan, Veracruz, Morelo s , and Guerrero . 54 

In the early peric of New Spain, the Indian children 

were gat ered in nuubers up to a thousand in the patios and 

porches of the monasteries and churches to be taught . The 

i rst two such schools we re established by the Franciscans , 

one at Texcoco in 1 523 by Pedro d e Gante , and the other in 

Mexico City in 1525 by Father Martin de Valencia . Later 

schools teac ing industrial arts were also founded for the 

India boys and girls . During the early colonial period the 

5 2sc'.larr.rnn , Mexico , 597, n . 29 . 

53Kelley , Altars, 85 . 

54simpson , Many Mexicos, 69 - 70 . 



schools for the Indian childre o utnumbered those for the 

sons of the Snanish 55 ~ . 
The church- operated Indian school s kept their courses 

very simpl e , teachi n g arithme t i c, r e a di ng , writing , reli g ion, 
56 

and politeness . Act ally t he ma ·or part of all instruc -

tion was r elig ious in nat ur e . Music was no t taugh t for it s 

own sake but as an aid in le arn i n g parts of t h e reli g ious 

material . In the industrial schools c arpentry, masonry , 

tailoring , painting , weaving , me ~al - working , and later prin~ 

ing we r e taught . 5 7 

In 1530 Bishop Zunar raga petitioned Empres s Isabel to 

send wome n teache r s for the educat i on of Indian girls . Ther e 

were ei ght such schools for girls by 1534 , whe r e the girls 

Lot only s t died the catechism, b ut sew i ng a nd other prac 

tical arts .
58 

The g irls s t aye d in these schools f r om the 

a g e of fi v e unti l p ub erty when they married students from 

t he mona s t erie s . u n~ ortunately th es e schools disappe ared 

after only a genera ti on from a l a c k of support and insuf 

ficient lay- women teachers . 59 

5~:aring , Sp a n i sh Empire , 225. 
56Kelley , Alt a rs , 86 - 8 7 . 

57Br aden , Reli gious Aspects of the Conq ue st , 148 . 

58schlarman, Mexi c o , 136 . 

59Har ing , Spanish Empire , 227 . 
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I 1547 a schoo l for homeless mestizo boys , San Juan 

d e Letran , f ounded by Viceroy Antonio Mendoza and Bishop 

Zumarraga was ope~ated by the Franciscans and supported by 

the c rown and public charity . Failur e c ame a f ew genera 

tions later when the number of children d r opped f r om a high 

of t~o undred in the 1550 1 s t o between sixty and eighty in 

the 1570 1 s and eve t hese children were no longe r c ared for 

properly . A similar school for mestizo g irls , Nuestra 
60 

Se nora d e ~a Car idad , had the same fa te . 

Some of these fi r st s chools were intended to be c ol 

leges to train the Ind i ans to be teache rs and missionarie s 

to t heir own people . Such a school was the first college 

for the Indians , Sant a Cruz College in Tlaltelolc o , the 

nativ e section of Mexico City . Founded largely through t he 

efforts of Bishop Zumarrag a , t his institution be g an opera 

tion only thi r teen years after t he conquest on Janua ry 6, 
61 1534. This college preceded such facilitie s f or Spanish 

children . He re the boys from the families of Ind i an chiefs 

studied Latin, logic , phi losophy, mus ic and medi cine . The 

stude ts ate and slept together in an open dormitory . Their 

instructors were outstanding men , but afte r 1548 the ad 

mini stration of the college was turned over to Ind i an 

60Haring , Snanish Emp ire , 228 . 

61 
Ke lley , Altars , 96 . 



graduates and the college fell into ruin . J ealou s y on the 

part of laymen and e cc lesiastics concerning the education 

these Indians were r ecei ving as oppose d to that of Spanish 

youths also helped account f or its f ai lur e . The vic e roys 

after Velasco withdrew support from the school and it died 

62 fr Jm a lack of funds . 

By 1553 ther a we r e three major colleges in Mexi co, 

Sa nta Cruz at Tlaltelolco for Indians, San Juan de Letran 

for mestizos , and another for the creoles and Spaniards . 

¼Tien the J esuits entered the missionary field lat er in the 

sixteenth century they founded many more colleges fo r the 

creoles and Spaniards , Yet in order to obtain univer sity 

courses, stud ent s fro~ Mexico had to t r a v e l to Spain or 

Europe . 63 

Beginning in 1 533 Bi shop Zumarr aga and Viceroy Mendoza 

petitioned the crown for permission to found a university in 

Mexico City . The royal dec r ee establishing the Un iversity 

of Me xico was not signed until 1551 , yet this was fifty - six 

years prior to the fou nd ing of Jamestown , Vi r ginia . The 

~eaching staff of the university was comp os ed of friars, out 

standing laymen and priests . In 1581 a faculty of medicine 

62Haring , Spanish Empire , 226 - 227 . 

6 3crivelli , "Mex ico" , Ca t · oli c EnqT- clopedia, X , 259 . 
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w s added and in 177.5 an anatomical amphithea tr e for medi -

. 6L 
c ine . · 

In theory un i vers i t y instruction was available to all , 

even I ndians and mu l a tto e , until the eighteenth c entury . 

At t .at time the prejudice ag a inst the increasing numbers of 

mixed - blooded pe r son s in the professions prevented their 

f t ' . . 6.5 ur er aamission . 

The fees at the university were not excessive and p l a ced 

t he inst r ction w~thin th e reach of rr.ost Spaniards . La ter in 

the colonial p e riod, de gr ees became more expensive and g rad 

uates were supported by wea lthy pat rons in orde r to meet the 

cos t s of a doctoral de gree . Th i s d egre e as well as all the 

professorships at th e university were d e c i ded by pub ~ic oral 

exami . a ion . Between 1.55 3 and 1775 apµ roximately thirty 

thousand b a che lo r de gr ~es , a fai r number of master degre e s , 

and one t hous a nd doctoral degrees were confe rr ed by the uni -

.-'- 66 ver si ..,y . 

A s e cond university was founded at Gu a d a laj ara in 1791 . 67 

By the end of t: e c olonia l period New Spain had forty colle ges 

64schlar man , Me xico , 1 39 . 

6.5Haring , Spani sh Empire , 231 . 

66Priest ley, Mexican Nation, 152 . 

67 rbid ., 153 . 



152 

and seminari e s in all , nineteen of which prepared students 
68 

for de gre es . 

The influence of the church on educati on in colonia l 

Mexi co was not always g oo d . ihi le the universi t ies , semi -

naries , elementary and secondar y schools were all founded 

and operated by the clergy , the ecclesiastical teaching and 

content of instr uc tion were of doubtful value . Indoctrina 

tion and memorization were overstressed, and the training of 

inde pendent thought and character wera o ten ne glected . 69 

The medieval Catholi c t r adition t hat the Spaniards 

brought with them was t hat the ch urch sho uld c are for the 

needy and sick . The church - supporte d hospitals no only 

care d for the sick in the Spanish colonies , but served as 

poor - houses fo r the a ged and blind . Ordinarily one hospital 

was located near the cathedral and was supe rvised by i t s 

bishop , while others wer e att a ched to monasteries and im

portant ,~urches . The Francisc a ns and Aug ust nians were the 

most active r eligious ord e r s i n founding hospital s . Members 

of societies c a lled confraternites, ma de up of voluntary lay 

rr.embers s e rv i n g without pay , worked in the hospi tals of 

Me xico too . 70 

68
Ha ring , Spanish Emo ire, 224- 225 . 

69Rippy , Latin Ameri ca , 111 . 

70Haring , SDanish Emo ire , 195 . 



153 

The e arliest hospital in New Spain was the Immaculate 

Conc ept ion in Mexi co City , a t wo story building that wa s 

large l y sub s i dized by Hernan Cortez. In 1530 Pedro de Gante 

founded t he Se nor S an Jo se hospital in Mexico City ex

clus i vely reserved for Indians . Bi sh op Zumarrag a super

vis ed the building of anothe r hospi t al, Del Amor de Dios , 

completed in 1540 fo r the use of Spaniards and Indi a ns . 

This hospital was plac e d unde r the support and patronage of 

the crown . Shortly thereafter, Bishop Zumarraga wrote the 

Council of th e Indies urg ing that three hospitals be b ui lt 

on the road from Veracr uz to Mexic o City, s ince hundreds 

died of fev ers on this route . In addition to loc a l out

br eak s o~ sick ess fro m 1520 to 1576 t h ere were t hree major 

epidemics in Ne~ Spa in. 71 

For the most part , Mexico, like all the other Spanish 

colonies, never had enough hospitals even in her large 

citie s . The whole pro v ince of Guadalajara, at the beg in

ning of the nineteenth c entury , had only six hospitals . In 

some dioc e ses t he financi a l resources were not adequate to 

support t · e ho spi tals because bequests and gi f t s went a s en

dowments for masses and chapels rather than for publi c 

?lH . S . h E . 193 1 4 aring , p a nis mpire , - 9 • 
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charities . 72 From 1532 to 1793 only twenty- nine hospitals 

listed as having been established . 73 are 

During the colonial period the two most effective method s 

of transferring European c ulture t o Mexi co were l anguage and 

reli g ion . Th ese two objectives were the aims of all the edu 

cational programs of the c hur ch . A certain amount of re 

c epti venes s by the nat i ves, already reli g iously inc lined , 

made t his undertaking somewhat easier . Yet because t he 

church and state w~r e both a uthoritarian instituti ons, 

sc a rcely had the e cclesi astic a l hi e r a rchy been organized 

before they isolated Mexi c o agains t heresy and the new ideas 

emanating from the Reformation and Renaissance in Europe . 

Thus , the only civilizing agent , the Catholic Church, shaped 

Mexi c an society and culture into a med ieval way of life . 74 

Religion was t he theme of most of the books printed in 

¥-exico during th e colonial period . Today approximate ly 

eighty copies of these works, published in Latin , Spanish , 

and native tongues during the first c entury after c onquest , 

s till exist . fter the first printing p r ess was installed 

72
Ibid ., 196. 

73schlarman , Mexi c o , 140 . 

74sa~ uel Ramos , Profi le of Man and Culture in Mexi co, 
26 . 
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in Me xico City in 1535, others were placed at Puebla, Vera 

cruz, and Guadalajara . A g ov er nment l i cense was requ i red 

for a ll printers , and the Inquisiti on loomed in the back

g r ound s urv eying the character of all printed matte r . 75 

The Indians did p roduc e a few books of their own after 

the Spaniards gave them the Spanish l an g ua g e an d alphabet . 

Mo st native writers chose to write about t he ir tribal his 

tories . Archeologists and historians still study and in

terpr et these docume nts in order to harmonize them with 

f . b t . d f l t 1 f · d · 76 in ormation o aine rom c u ur a in ing s . 

Scholars wi th in the church p r eserve d rich sources of 

knowledg e in the field of Aztec culture and Mex ican anthro 

pology . 77 Fathe r Toribio Benavente , or as he was known , 

Friar Motolini a , wrote Historia de l os Indios de ueva 

Esnana ; Father Juan Torquemada wr ote Monarquia Indiana ; 

Fathe r Jeronimo de Mendieta c ontribut ed Historia Ecles iasti -

~ Indiana ; Fathe r Vet ancourt wrote Teatr o Mexic an o ; and 

Father 3 eaumont his observations in Cronica de Mi choac a n . 78 

A Jesuit s chool to dev elop writers of Mexican history 

was founded in the late eighteenth centu ry. While not 

75Priestle y , Me xi c an Nation , 167 . 

76 Ibid . , 168 - 169 . 

77Har ing , Suanish Emoire , 235 . 
78 P · 1 M N . 6 rie st ey , exican ation, 1 9 . 
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actual participants of the conversion, these men wrote with 

a style which is much more re adable than the earlier writers . 

This group of Jesuit h istorians includes Mari ano Veytia , 

Andre s Cavo , Franc is co Alegre, and Francisco Clavige ro, all 

creo l es . 79 

The friars wrote reli g ious works fo r the Indians in the 

native dialects of thei r particular area s . Betwee n 1524 and 

1572 the miss ionaries wrote sixty- s ix books in Nahuatl , the 

Aztec tongue , and its related languages , five books in Mix

teco , and fi ve in Zapati c a . In all they contri b ut e d abou t 

one hundred books in th e nati ve l anguages . 8 0 

uperstitio clouded the minds of most per s on s in New 

Spa · n during the colonial pe rio d . Phenomena of the sky such 

as c omets and eclipses were st ill considered s i g ns of c oming 

calamity . Thunders torm s and earthquakes sent the people 

fleein g to churches to beg for giv eness for their sins . If 

they liv ed through such events they fe lt it was only through 

the i ntercess ion of some favorit e saint or the Blessed 

Mothe r . Lif e to them was full of both miracl es and punish 

ments fr om God . Yet with reli g ious emphasis playing su ch an 

79Ib . , 10 . , 170 . All these Jesuit writers are in the 
AppendiX:--

80 
Schlarman , Mexico , 130- 131 . 
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i mportant part in their everyday life, most of the colonists 

persisted in what was a low l e vel of morality , even for 

81 
that age . 

There were few achievements in the arts and science s 

in Mexico during the Spanish colonial era . Architecture, 

as a tool to beautify th e ch urches, advanced more than any 

other ~ e l a t ed field . Even t oj a y the Spanish r eligious senti 

ment is visible in Kexic o as e xpressed in the architecture 

of almost every town a n d village . Wi ~hout exception, a 

church was erected in the cent e r of t own or on top of a 

slope, ma ki ng its tower s and dome the first vis i ble objects 

of the community . Around this church was the heart of c i v i l 

i an life, the ~arket place, the village park, and the govern

ment building s . With it s beauty and st at egic lo c ation the 

church materially as well as ideally occupied a high vantage 
82 

p oint . 

The architecture of the very first churches and rr, on 

asteries was primitive , c opied largely after the pagan temple s 

torn down, plus the need to make them as strong as fort 

resses . The simplicity resulted f r om the c ombinat ion of good 

taste and poverty . The Romanesque arch became heavier and 

81
Rippy , Latin America , 95 . 

82Ramos , Profile of Man and Culture , 77- 73. 
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lower than in Spai n and the walls sloped outward . The 

pioneer monk s used painting s on the walls in t h eir place s 

of worship , developing a technique characteristi c of both 

the European style and n at ive fresco . 83 Tod ay fortress 

monasteries of this fi r st archite c tura l sty le c an be se e n 

at Huejotzing o and Tepea c a i n the s tate of Pueb la, Actopan 

in Hidalgo , Acolman in Mexico , and At l at lahuc an in More los . 84 

About fifty years lat e r there was a chang e in style, 

for t · .e cl ergy and g overnment officials wanted the baroque 

design used in their churche s and pa l aces, ev e n though the 

Indians wa re not g ood at imitat i n g it . 85 This architectural 

style of the seventeent cent ~ry is seen in such ch ur che s as 

J e sus Maria conpleted ir. 1621 , and San Lorenzo completed in 

1650 , both in Mexi co City . 86 Mo st baroque structures are in 

t h l shape of a Roman cross , while o thers ha v e a sing le n a ve . 

Their exteriors are hi ghly ornamented with co lumns between 

which are ni ches fo r s ai n t s . The arches meet in c urved 

triang l es which a re topped by cupolas . The do ors are heavy 

wood with c arved panelling . The tower s and the dome are 

usually covered with g lazed tile . 87 

83Brenner , Idols Behind Altars, 36 . 

84 11 Mexi co 11
, Encyclopedia Ameri c ana , 800 . 

85Brenner , Idols Behind Altars , 8 7- 88 . 

86 11 xexico" , Encyclopedia Ameri c ana , 800 . 

87Pri estley , Mexi can Nation , 164. 
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From the borrowed baroque sty le develooed an origi nal 

Mexican s ty le of architecture , the exuberant churri gue r e sque . 

The eighteenth century churrigueresque churche s, such as 

Santa Rosa and Santa Clara in Queretaro , and Del Carmen in 

San Luis Potosi , differ fro m the baroque mostly in ornamen

tation . 88 The interior is profusely decorated with reredos, 

gi lded ?i lasters, columns with Corinthian capitals, and 

statues of saints . The facade and towers are ornamented 

with carved stone . The s ingla nave roof and glazed dome 

are the same as in th e baroque . 89 

Towa rd the end of t h e ei 0h t eenth century a movement back 

toward the sober classic tradition of archite cture occurred , 

as expressed in the Church of -uestra Senor a del Carmen in 

Celaya and the Palacio Real in Guanajuato . 90 With inde 

p e ndenca church building stopped, aLd it was many years be 

fore the Me xican artists found their next source of in-
91 

spiration , secu l ar idealism. 

The cathedral in Mexi co City is t hat city's masterpiece 

of colonial architecture . Archi tect s of diverse schools 

88
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89
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worked on it s co n str uc tion, for it is a product of three 

centuries . Yet the ge n eral concept of the origi nal archi 

tect was foll owed . The baroque sty le of the sevente e n t h 

century , and the churri g ueresque of the ei gh teenth century 

92 were largely kept out . 

Edu c ation , the arts , charitab l e institutions and social 

life were all under the g uidance of the church in c olonial 

Mexi co because of the medieval way of life that existed . 

During that time the gr eatest of the chur ch 's accomplishments 

was its c onve rsion of the natives to Ca th olicism. Today , 

appr oximately two hundred and forty year s after Mexi c an in

dependence , and after repeated attempts to de stroy the ch ur c h 

and its power, that country is still v ery strongly Ca tholic 

be c ause of this e a rly , outstanding mi s si onary work . The 

colonial s chools operated fo r the Indians by the ch urch in

cl uded manual training _as we ll as r eligious i nstruction , and 

th e f~ndamental s of r eading and writ : ng Spanish . Much of 

the heritage and culture of Spai n was transplanted to Mexic o 

by the ch urch . While li t tle literature wa s p r oduced in the 

colonial period , higher educat ion was not ne glected, for 

forty colleges and seminaries h ad been established by the 

time of independence . 93 

92Priest l ey , Mexi c an Nation , 165 . 

9 3Har ing , Soani sh Empi r e , 22~_- 225 . 



CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUS ION 

During the t ime of the conquest of Me xico the Roma n 

Catholi c Church in Spain became v ery powerful and wealthy . 

Que e n Isabel had allied herself with the ch urch and the 

Chris t ian faith i n order to unify Spain . The Spaniards were 

very zealous about their re l i g ion, having conq ue red the Mos

lems afte r cen turies of s t r uggl e on the peninsula , and c on

tinued t o combine idealism and warfare in their venture s 

i nto the New World . Spanish Catholicism was a paradoxi cal 

relig ion, for while r equiring strict ob s er vat ion of chur ch 

ceremonies and accept a nce of doctrine, it ne ver influenced 

the everyday mo r a lity of the Spanish . Unfortunately, the 

morality of the Spanish clergy was n ot m~ :h a b ove the public 

standard . 

In the colony of New Spain , as in the mothe r country , 

the church was clo se ly affiliated with the state . Bishop s 

and arcnbishops received governmental appo intmen t s . The 

monarchs of Spain enj oyed so many e ccl e sia st ic privileges 

under their patrona g e tha t th ey were the v i r tual heads of 

the church . Such c onditions meant th at the church f unctione d 

a s a branch of the civil g ov er nment in Me x i co, t eaching 
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loy alty to the c r own a nd s upport i n g all royal e dic t s, ex 

cep t those not f av orable t o the ch ur ch . 

Catholi c i sm blended ea sily wi th t h e p a g an r elig ion of 

Mexico be c ause of the ir s imi l a r i tie s , which included the 

idea of one supr eme bei n g , many lesser s ai n t s or d ei ti e s , 

the use of t he conf e s siona l and bap tism , t h e p r ie s thood , and 

b e li e f in an afterwor l d ex istenc e . Th e c hurch a ccept ed s ome 

of t h e nativ e r ituals , s u ch as dan cing , fea st days, an d 

page ant ry , as a par t of Mexican Ca th ol i c ism . The church t h us 

l i nked its e lf t o t h e p a s t and ma de the ne w re l i g ion more ac 

c eptab l e f o r the n a t ives . 

Fr om the West Indies , Herna n Cort e z an d hi s expediti on 

i ntro du c ed Chr isti anity into Me xico . Cortez 's method s of 

c onve rs ion , wile po s ~t ive i n n a ture , were in some i nstanc es 

quite har sh . Cor tez also i n tro d uced the ec onomic wor k sy s 

tem known as t he e n c omi e n da t o Mexi c o i n orde r to p ay hi s 

soldiers with l and and to pr ovide a perma n ent source of 

l abor . This s y stem had practi c al l y ann ihi l ated t he n a t i v e s 

o f the West I n d ie s , and cle r gymen such as Bar tol ome d e La s 

Cas as c omp l a ine d to the p ub l i c and ki ng , seeking l egi sl a t ion 

out l awing th e encomienda . The New Law s of 1542 , abol i shing 

t h e encomi enda , were r epe aled when th e c rown reali z ed t he re 

was no s u i tab l e sub stitute for the wor k s y s t em in th e colony 

at t h at time . Th e ma j ori ty of th e clerg y in Mexico did not 
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want to abolish t h e system , only t o improve t h e working and 

living cond i tions o the Indians unde r the system . 

Afte r the conquest the first reli g iou s order to arrive 

in Mexico to perform missionary work was the Franciscan . 

Then came the Dominicans , Me rcedarians , Carmelites , Bene 

dict·ne s , J e suits , and other orders . The early f r iars en 

joyed jurisdictional privileg es not usually gra nted to 

missionaries because there was so much work to be done in 

Latin America and so few priests to do it . Later when the 

secular priesthood arrived the f ri ars were reluctant to turn 

thei r duties and parish establishments over to them. When 

the Jesuits began to appear as a threat to the crown~ they 

we re expe lled from all the colonies . In spite of effort s 

by the king and secular church to weaken their position , 

the r e l g ious orders we r e still influential and wea l thy at 

the end of the colonial period . Jealousy among the or ders 

had directed some of th ei r activity away from the Indian s 

and toward competition with each other in the building of 

great monasteries and churches throughout Mexico . Th e later 

friars had lost much of the fervor and devotio n of the early 

missionaries who had wor ked so diligently with the natives . 

The ecclesiast ic organization of the secular church was 

fi r mly established with dioceses and an archdiocese fifty 

years a ~te r the conquest , r eplaci n g the r e l i g ious orders in 
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importance . This hierarchy was headed by an archbishop , 

fo ll owed by bishops , and parish clergyme n . The Inquisition 

and ecclesiasti c al courts operated as a part of this c leri 

cal establishment . Th e secular church became extremely 

wealthy in Mexico , receiving its r e ver.ue from tithes , alms , 

fees , r en ts on property, tribute , r e v enue bulls , and mort 

gage s . While t.e kings of Spain issued many decrees against 

the acqu isi tivene ss of the s e cular church, none was ef 

fe c tive . 

The spiritua~ and cul t ural achievements of the religi 

ous orde rs and s e cular clergy i n Mexic o i ncluded their mis 

sionary work , and establishment of schools , colle ges , hos 

pitals, and other b e nevolent institutions . In ord e r to 

convert such a la r ge n umbe r of native~ t he church used four 

methods , teaching , preaching , u se of force and authority , 

and the suppression of idolatry . In the opening years the 

u se of fo r ce was import ant in missionary work , but it was 

r eplac ed by the more c onstructi v e influences of teaching and 

preach·ng . The suppression of idolatry by the friars and 

priests l ed t o the later c harge tha t the church destroyed 

many of the pre c onque st native writing s and r ecords in thei r 

zeal to destroy pagan idols . 

The church had complete control of education in Me xico 

and be g~n by establishing more school s for the Indians than 
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APPENDIX 



SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES 

Aguilar , Jeronimo de , was born in the late fifteenth century 
in Spai n , and traveled to America wi th one of the 
first expeditions to the newly conquered West Indies . 
On one trip from Darian to Santo Domingo h e and his 
companions were shipwrecked off Yucatan. Only he and 
one other man were spared by the Indians . After liv
ing with the nativ es of Yucatan for eight years he 
understood the Mayan l an g ua ge q uite well . In 1519 
Hernan Cortez rescued Aguilar , and he stayed with 
Cortez's expedition serving as interpreter until the 
final occupation of Mexico City . He later took part 
in other military expeditions, dying in 1526 or 1527 . 
Rijos de J . Espasa (ed . ), Encicloped ia Universal 
Ilustrada , (Barcelona, Spain: 1922) , III , p . 631 . 

Alaman, Lucas , was a Me xican statesman a nd historian born 
in Guanajuato, Mexico on Oc tob e r 18 , 1792 . In 1814 
Alam a n we nt abroad, and r emained in Eur ope eight years. 
As a deputy from Guanajuato to the Spanish Cortes in 
1819 he interce d ed i n b ehalf of rebellious Mexicans . 
Returning to Mex ic o a fter inde pend ence he held pub lic 
offices und er An8 stasio Bu stamente and Antonio Lopez 
de Santa Anna . Tn e libera l ideas with which h e had 
come in c ontact i n Europe made him a reactionary in 
politics and reli g ion, and he was res ponsible for some 
of the bad relations betwe en the United States and 
Mexico during his political career . Alaman organized 
the government archives and founded the Natural Mu 
seum . His historical works include Disertaciones 
hi st oricas (3 vols . ), published in 1844 , and Histor ia 
de Mej ico desde l a epo c a colonial hasta nuestros dias 
TI vols.)~ published 1849 to 1852 . Lucas Alaman die d 
Jun e 2, 1~53 . Encyclope d ia Ame ricana (Ne w York: 
Americana Corporation , 1960) , I, p . 308 . 

Alegr e , Francisco Javier , was a Jesuit historian born in 
Veracruz , Me xi c o , November 12, 1729 , who died in 
Bologna , Italy , Augus t 16, 1788 . He entered ·the So
ciety of J esus in 1747 , and acquired a reputation a s 
a s cholar of the classics . Ale gre occupied a chair at 
the Jesuit Colle g e of Habana, and later at Merida in 



172 

Yucatan . After the expulsion of Jesuit s f r om Mexi co 
in 1767 , he settle d at Bolog na where he live d the 
rest of hi s life . Hi s work s were many , incl ud ing 
Historia de la provincia de la Compania de J e sus i n 
Nu e va Esoana-,-p ub li shed n exi c o in 18~T-:- Conside r 
ing t he perse c 0 ti on of t · e J e s uit Ord e r in the Sp anish 
colonies during th e t i me in which Alegr e wrote, ther e 
are no a t tacks upo n the Sp aniards or Spain in his 
works. Charle s G. He r bermann , an d numero u s c ol l a b 
orators (ed s . ) , Cathol ic Encyclo ped ia (New Yo r k : En 
c y clopedi a Press , 1911) , I, p . 2810: Encyclopedia 
Ameri c ana (New York : Am ericana Corp or a ti on , 1960), 
XVIII , p . 813 ; and Hijo s de J . Espasa (ed . ) , Enciclo 
oedia Uni v e rs a l I lustrada ( Bar ce lona , Spain : 1922 ) , 
I V, p . 374 . 

Cavos, And r es , was J e suit historian born in Guadalajar a i n 
1729, who died in Rome in 1794 where he settled afte r 
the J es uit ex?ulsion b y Charles III . He wrote a ch r on - · 
icle of event s from the date of Spani s h conquest in 
1_521 t o the year 1767 for the City of Mexi c o . Busta 
me nte edited and continued t h e chr onicle to 1836, bu t 
not with Cav o 1 s impartiality . This work was p ubl i s hed 
in Jalaoa , Mexi co in 1870 , wi t h the title , Los tre s 
siglo s de Me j ico d urante el gob ierno espa noY-:-- Rij os 
de J . Espas a (e d . ) , Enciclopedia Unive rs al Ilustrada 
( Barcelona , Spain : 1922 ) , XII , p . 712 ; and Charles G. 
Herbermann , a nd collabora tors ( e ds . ), Ca tholic Ency
clopedia (Ne w York : En c yclopedia Press , 1911) , III , 
p . 468e . 

Chavera , Alf r edo , wa s a Mex ic an writer int e r ested in the 
archaeo l o gy and history of his country as well as 
po li tics . He l ived from 1841 to 1906 . In 1862 Chavero 
was e l ecte d to public office during the French o cc upa 
tion . Duri n g the Maxmillian affair he began to write 
for the p e riodica l s , p rincipa lly hi stories . He wrote 
biographies of Montezuma , Friar Sahag un , and Siquenza 
e Itzcoalt . Chavero 1 s monumental wo r k is Antiquedade s 
me J 1 canas . He also wr ote for th e theater . Hijos de 
J . Espasa (ed . ) , Enciclo}edia Universal Ilu st r ada 
(oarcelona , Spa i n : 1922 , XVII , p . 120 . 
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Clavige ro , Francisco Saveiro , was born in Ver a cruz on Sep 
tembe r 9 , 1731, and died in Bologna , Italy , April 2 , 
1787 , At th e age of s e v ent ee n Clavige ro ent e r ed the 
Society of J e sus , and b e c ame v ery int er e sted in the 
valuable c oll e ctio n of documents on Mexican his to ry 
and ant iquities deposited there by Si g ue nza y Gongora . 
In Bologn a after the J e suit e xpulsi on , h e founded a 
l iterary aca demy and p ur s ued h is studies in Mexi can 
history , c ompil ing hi s Hi s tori a anti c a del Messico , 
pub l ished in Cesna , 1870 , Hi s s tyl e isc:ul t ivated, and 
he has done much to r ectify the inaccuracies of pr ec e ding 
writers . His oth er published wor ks include S to ria del 
la Cnliforni a . Some of hi s work reveals Clavigero '_s_ 
resentme nt against the Spanish for exp ulsion . William 
Hickling Pr es cott, Hist ory of the Con que st of Mexi co and 
History of the Conquest of Pe ruTNew York : Random Ho use, 
n . d . ) , pp.~- 35 ; and Charles G, Herbermann and col 
laborators (ed s . ) , Catholic Encyclopedia (New York : 
Encyclopedia Press , 1911) I V, p . 8 d . 

Cordob a , Francisco Hernan de z d e , was born in the late fif 
te enth century i n Spain , and died in Cuba in 1518 . He is 
cr edi ted as the di sc overer of Yucatan . His expedition 
reached Yucatan in 1517 whe r eupon it was d e feated in the 
bay called Ma l a Pe l ea , and th e n exp lored the coast of 
Campeche . Encyc l onedia Americana (Ne w York : Ameri cana 
Corporation , 1960) , VI I , p . 688, XVI I , p . 821 . 

Cordoba , Ped r o · e , wa s born around 1460 at Cordoba , Spain , and 
died on the Island of Santo Domingo in 1525. He studied 
at the University of Salamanca in Spai n , and e nt ered the 
Dominican Order there . In 1 510 Cordoba went to Santo 
Domingo in the West Indies , fou ndin g the Sant a Cruz 
province . He was a ze alous prot e ctor of the Indians and 
friend of Bartolome de La s Casas . Cordoba 's book , Doc 
trina Cristi ana nara instruccion e informacion d e las 
Indios po r mane ra de his t oria , was publishe d byorder of 
Bishop Zumarraga in 1544 in Mexi c o , and was one of the 
earlie st cate chism books wr i tten in the New World . Friar 
Pedro was the first inquisitor appoi n ted in America , and 
had the r ep uta tion of an outstanding pri est , resp e cted 
by the c lergy , laity , and Indians . Charle s G. Gerber 
mann and collabora tors (eds.) , Cath olic Encyclonedia 
(New York: Encycloped ia Press, 1911), III , p . bo1 . 
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Cortez, Hernan , was born i n Spain in 1485 a nd died t h ere in 
1547 . His fam i ly , b ein g of mi nor nobi lity , sent him 
to study law at the Uni ve rsit y of Salamanca in 1499 . 
After two years of study , Hernan sought a lif e of ad
venture . I n 1504 he sailed to Hispaniola (Santo Domingo ) 
in the West I ndies where he as sisted in c ampaigns 
a gainst the Indians . In 1511 Cort e z joined Die go 
Ve lazquez in the conquest of Cuba and was named ma y or 
of the city of Santiago de Cuba. Ve la zquez after news 
of Juan de Grijalva's exploration o f Yucatan entrusted 
the conquest of Mexico to Cortez . Howe v e r he reversed 
the commission, and Cort e z set s ail disregarding the 
r e v ers al of ord e r s i n February , 1519 with eleven sh i ps , 
seven hundred Spaniards , a nd t e n small pieces of field 
artillery . The eighteen h or ses he took proved to be 
quite valuable . F r om Yucatan, Tabasco, to Veracruz 
he e s tabl i she d hi s own gove r nment indep endent of Ve l az 
quez a nd be g an his c onquest of t he Aztec Empi re . 
Cortez ent e red the Indian c apital Tenochtitlan on No 
vember 18, 1919 . Early i n 1520 Velazquez s ent a group 
of about one thous and men t o subordinate Cort e z , but 
instead they joi ned forces with Cortez who had hastened 
to the co as t to meet them . In his absence fro m Te n och
titlan open revolt broke out and upon the conq ueror ' s 
r e turn, the Spaniards r etreated on June 30 , 1520 out 
of the c ity . Cor tez agai n t ook po s sess ion of the city 
in Aug u s t , 1521 . He then undert oo k s e veral expe ditions 
to o t n er part s of Mexi co as far as Honduras . Charge s 
b y su spiciou s rivals cau sed Cortez to plead his case a t 
the court of Madrid. While there from 1528 to 1530 he 
was well r ece ived but ha d suffe re d a diminution of power. 
The court ruled tha t the v iceroy was to have cha r ge of 
civil adminis t r at ion, while Cortez was to handle only 
military expedit ions . After many frustrating experienc e s 
in the colony with Viceroy Antonio de Mendo z a , Cortez 
returned to Spain in 1540 , where he was coldly receive d 
at court a nd ne g l e ct ed . He was bur ied at Seville , but 
his remains were late r moved to Mexico City . Encyclo 
ued ia Ame r i c ana (New York: Americana Corporation , 196 0) , 
VIII , p . 25- 26 . 

Dur an , Diego , was a Dominican monk b orn in Mexi co shortly 
afte r the conquest . His work, Historia de l ~ s Indias 
de la Nue va Espana y lo s I s las de Tie rra"""'Pirme , whi le 
finished in 1581 , wa s n ot p ubli she d until 1867 . Duran 
based his work on th e Codi ce Rami r ez , an cient Mexi c a n 
writings , and f r om Span iard s and Indians contempor a r y 
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with the conquest. Charles S . Braden, Religious 
Asnects of the Conquest of Mexi co (Durham : Duke Uni
versity Press , 1930) , p . J26 . 

Gante , Pedro de , was a F lemish missionary who served for 
Spai n in Mexico . He was probably born in Ghent in 
1509 , and died i n Mexi co in 1572 . He was implied by 
some to be an illegitimate r elati ve of Emperor Charles V. 
Gante entered the ord e r of St . Francis while quite 
yo ung , and was one of the first three friars to arrive 
at Veracruz on Au g ust 13, 1523 . After he learned the 
nati ve lang uage he started his school at Texcoco in 
1524 , teaching one thousand stud en ts at a time . Not 
only r ea ding , writ i ng , and the catechi sm we r e tau ght 
b ut also music, and later painting and s culpture . In 
1 527 this school moved to Me xico City . While considered 
for v a rious advancements within the Church, Gante pre
ferred his humble position . Encyclonedia Americana 
(N ew York : Americana Corporation , 1960), XVIII, p . 824 ; 
and Hijo s d e J . Espasa ( ed . ), Enci clopedia Universal 
Ilustrada (Barcelona, Spain: 19 22) , XXV , p . 720 . 

Garces, Ju l ian , was the first bi shop of New Spain, appointed 
in 152 ' by Pope Clement VII at the request of Emperor 
Charles V. Having been chosen as bishop of Yucatan , 
this dioc e s e was modified to include the southeastern 
coast of Mexico, and in 1527 Bishop Garces took pos 
session of his se e at Tlaxcala . Upon realizing it was 
i ~po ssible to operate at Tlaxcala without a c athe dral 
the see chap ter wa s moved in 1539 to the n ew ci ty of 
Pueb la de los Ang eles which had a sumpt uous church . 
Royal appro val was gr anted in 1543, anc since then the 
bishops have resided at Puebla . Garces di e d in 1542 . 
Charles G. Herbermann and collaborators (eds . ) , Catholic 
Encyclope d ia ( Ne w York : Encyclopedia Press, 1911), X, 
p . 268d , p . 794c ; XV, p . 737c . 

Grijalva , Ju an de , was born in 1490 in Spain , and died in 
1 527 in Ni caragua . He sailed from Cuba in 1 518 t o com
plete Francisco Cordoba 's discoveries the year before, 
exploring from Yucatan up to modern Veracru z . He gave 
his n am e to the Grijalva River. Encyclooedia Ameri cana 
(New York : Ameri cana Cor pora ti on, 1 960), XIII, p . 4 73. 
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Hidalgo y Costilla , Migu el , wa s the first leader in the 
Mexica n War for Independence . He was born in the state 
of Guanajuato on May 8 , 1753, and was killed at Chi 
huahua , Mexi co, on July 30 , 1811 . Hidalgo wa s a 
par ish priest who early in his life was noted for his 
i n terest in promoting industry in Mexico . He is said 
to have introduced silk wo r ms , and did much to encourag e 
the culture of vineyards . Be cause this conflicted with 
the Spanish c olonial po licy which discouraged all manu
facturi n g or agriculture which could i nterfere with 
revenue , his vines and p lants were destroyed . Such 
pressures , plus his influence with the Indian , drove him 
to r ebe llion against Spain . When t he conspiracy planned 
for Nov . 1 , 1810, was dis c l o sed and some arrests made , 
Hidalgo was f orced to take act i on on September 16 , call
ing togethe r the Indians o f his parish and raising the 
standar d of revolt . With his army of 20,000 men, mostly 
Indian s , Hida l g o captured Guanaj uato on September 29 , 
and then took Valladolid , and oth e r cities . Finding 
h mself out side of Mexico City without enough ammuni 
tion , he r etr e at 0d . In November the Spanish f orces be - 
gen the offe n s ive, and crushed fuerevolution aries near· 
Gu a dalajara on Jan . 17 , 1811 . Hidalgo was tried by the 
I nquisition , and de g raded from the priesth o od . He wa s 
exe cuted on July 30, 1811 by a go v ernment fi r ing squa d . 
Encyclopedia Americana (New York : Encyclopedi a Pr ess , 
1960) , XIV , pp . 169 - 170 . 

Las Ca sas , Bartolome de , was born in Seville in 1474 , and 
educated at the Uni v ers i ty o f Salaman ca . In 1510 he 
took his holy ord ars in the New World, and sailed with 
expeditions to Cuba in 1511 and 1512 . In 1514 Las Casa s 
began his crusade a g ainst the encomienda and reparti 
miento systems . He appeared b ef ore the Spanish k ing i n 
1515 , and up on the monarch ' s death in Jan ., 1516 , was 
placed at the head of a c ommission to alleviate wr ongs 
suffe r ed by the Indians . Las Casas returned to Spain in 
1517 s ti ll not satisfied . His plan for substi t uting 
Negro slaves for Indians failed as well as his mode l 
colony on the mainland . Then in 1522 , he retired to a 
Domi nican convent in Hispaniola . In 1530 he resumed his 
mission to save the Indians , b egi nning with the fierc e 
tribes of Central Ameri c a . After this attempt failed, 
in 1539 Las Casas was sent to gather Dominican r e cruits 
in Spain , and wrote his best known work , Br evisimo 
relacion d e la Destruycion de las Ind i as occidentalis . 
I n 1542 hewro t e Veynte Razonesin defense of the 
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Indians . The emperor offered him the bishopric of 
Chiapas in southern Mexi co in 1544, which he accepted. 
Enc ountering much disloyalty and opposition to his 
authority he left for Spain in 1547, retiring from 
politi cs and spending most of his last years in con
vents in Spain . He died July , 1566. William Benton 
(ed .), Encyclopaedia Britannica (Chicago: Encyclopae 
dia Britannica Inc., 1957) , XIII, p. 732. 

Loyola, Saint I gnati us, was the founder of the Society of 
J e sus. He was born in 149 1 at the Castle of Loyola, 
Azpeitia, Spain, and died in Rome on July 31, 1556. 
As a youth Loyola became a soldier, and soon an officer 
of the army . After a serious wound he be g an to r e ad the 
l i ves of the saints, and decided he should combine his 
mi lit a ry efforts with the id e als of a saint. When well 
Loyola set out to b e come a kni ght of J esus Christ . 
After a year of s o litude , prayer , and penan ce in a 
c a vern his character was ch ang ed , In 1524 he beg an a 
c our se of study at the Univer sity of Alcalo which was 
to last el e v en y ears . From there h e traveled to the 
Uni versity of Pari s in 1528, r e c eivi n g his M.A. in 
1535 . Ill health prevent e d him from getting his doc
torate in theology. His band of followers, ten tho 
r oughly educated univer s ity men , formed the Society of 
J e sus on Au g . 15, 1534 , taking the oath of poverty and 
chastity . In 1537 with permission of the pope all were 
ordained priests . In 1540 Pope Paul III established t he 
Society as a new relig i ous order and Ignatius was elec 
te d the fi rst ge neral of the society . After this mis 
sionaries were sent to Portug al, Germany, Ireland, and 
othe r parts of the world . Loyola r emained at Rome to 
draw up the constitution for the society, and founded 
two J e suit colleges there in 1551 , and 1552. When he 
di ed i n 1556 , the Society of Jesus had one thousand mem 
bers in twelve provinces , and about one hundred convents. 
Loyola wa s beatifi ed on July 27, 1609, and canonized 
May 22, 1622 . His remains are in Rome . Enctclopedia 
Ame ric ana (New York : Encyclopedia Press, 19 0) XVII, 
pp . 814-815 . 

Marina , Dona or Malintzin, was born in Coatzacoalcos , prob 
ably in the early years of the sixt ee nth century of a 
n oble fam i ly . She was sold as a child into slavery to 
the Tabasco Indians. After Cortez invaded Mexico she 
b e came his interpreter and mistress . Their son, Don 
Martin Cortez, attained considerable importance in 



Mexico. Marina later 
was living a s lat e as 
clopaedia (N ow York: 
xv , p . 90 . 
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married J uan de Jara mi llo, and 
1550 . New Int e rnat ional Encb
Dodd, Mead , and Company, 191 ), 

Mend i eta , Je ronimo d e , was a Franciscan missionary to Mexi
co born in Spain in 1525 . He c ame to New Spain while 
quite young and learned the na tive lang ua g e as wel l as 
history and cus toms . A s peech impedimen t kept him from 
preachine Castilian to th e Spaniards , so he addressed 
the Ind ians in their lang u a g e without st ammer i n e . Hi s 
love of the Ind ians impelled h i m to speak against the 
Spanish colonists . He also wrot e and s poke of the secu
l a r cle r gy during his li fetime with out mercy . In 1571 
Mendie ta began to wr ite his account of the Indians ' 
co n v e rsion to Chri stianity , Historia e cclesia s ti ca indi 
ana . This work was not comple t e d unti l 1596, for during 
t h ose twe n ty - five years Mendieta pe rformed government 
duties as well as religiou s . After finishing the manu- · 
script , it was s ent to Spain and Mendieta had no further 
knowledge of it . No wri te r lat e r than Torquemada ever 
quoted it unti l S a n J oaquin Garcia I cazbalceta acquired 
the manuscript in Madrid , an d had it printe d in Mexi co 
in 1870 . In hi s fiv e volume work Mendieta displays and 
exagge r a tes the vices an d wrongs of the colonist s , and 
e v en goes so fa r a s to flout the g overnment. Encyclo
p e d i a Ame ricana (New York : Encyclopedia Press , 1960), 
X, pp . 185-186, XVIII , p. 602 , p . 804 . 

Mendoza , Antonio de , was born in Spain in 1485 , and was the 
first of Mexi co's six ty vic e roy s. He was appoint ed by 
Empe r or Charles V of Spain in 1529 , and held that of 
fi ce f r om Nov., 1535 t o Oct ., 1550 . Mendo za's admin
istr ation was the long es t and had the best record in 
the h istory of that colonial government . While slow to 
act , Mendo za was a man of r eform, developing a g r i c ul 
ture and minin g , establish ing the Mexi can mint, intro 
ducing the printine press , encouraging education, and 
found ing the first university . In 1551 he wa s appointed 
v i ceroy of Peru, and died in Lima in 1552. Encyclopedia 
Ameri cana (New York: Encyclop edia Pres s, 1960), XVIII, 
p . 627, p . 823. 

Montesino , Antonio, was a Spanish mi ssionary, the date of 
whose birth is unknown, and who died in the West Indies 
in 1545. Montesino entered the Order of St. Dominic 
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and resided at the convent of St. Stephen , in Sala
manca , Spain . There he was noted for his piety, love 
of strict observance , his eloquence and moral courage. 
In Sept ., 1510 he landed with the first band of Dom_ni 
cans in Hispaniola under the leadership of Pedro de 
Cordoba. He was the first to publically deno unce in 
America as disgracefu l the enslavement and oppression of 
the Indians . Called to Spain in 1512 , he pleaded with 
t he ki ng , who took immediate st ep s to bette r conditions . 
In June , 1526, Montesino ac c ompanied several hundred 
colonists to the eastern coa st of the United Sta tes , 
probably where the English later founded Jamestown, or 
as some think New York . Upon t he failure of this colony 
h e returned to Santo Domingo . In 1528 Montesino went 
to Venezuela with twe nty Domin i can sisters . He was the 
author of Information uridica in Indorum defensionem . 
Hijos de J . E spasa (ed . , Enciclope d ia Universal Il 
ustrada, (Barcelona , Spain: 19 22) , XXXVI , p . 609 ;and 
Char le s G. Herbermann and collabora t ors (eds.) , Catholic 
Enc ~clopedia ( Ne w York : Ency clop edi a Press , 1911) , X , 
p . 34b . 

Montezuma , surnamed Xocoyo tzin and called Montezuma II , was 
a chief or e mp eror of ancient Mexic o. He was born in 
14 79 and died June 30 , 1520 in Tenochtitlan , Mexic o. 
Montezuma b e came chief of the Aztec s in 1503 , and was 
the native ruler at the time of the Spanish invasion . 
His people carr ied on c on stant war wi th thei r neighbor
ing tribes , the Tarascans and Tlascalans. When news 
of Juan de Grijalva 's expedition in 1518 was brought 
to Montezuma he was greatly alarmed because of the 
ancient pro phecy that fo re told that Quetzalcoatl, the 
white g o d , would come again to rule Mexic o. He sent 
pres e nts to Cortez who had lande d at Veracruz in April , 
1519 , and tried to pre vent him from entering Tenochtitlan . 
Cortez howeve r was well received by Mo ntezuma, and be 
cause of Montezuma ' s conc i l iatory policy the Aztec 
emperor lost the respect of his subjects and became the 
hostage of the Spanish . In June , 1520, when the Aztecs 
attacked the Spanish quarters in Tenocht it lan, Monte 
zuma attempted to end the hostilities , but was wounded 
by thrown stones and died a few days later . Encyclo 
nedia Americana (New York: Encyclonedia Press, 1 960) , 
~IX , p . 405- 406 . -
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Montufar , Alonso, was the second archbishop of Mexi co. He 
was born in Spain in 1489, and died in Mexico , March 7, 
1572 . A Dominican and qualificator of the Inquisition 
in Granada , Montufar r esided at the Santa Cruz c on
vent i n Spain until 1551 wh en Charles I appointed him 
arc hbishop of Mexico, Juan de Zumarraga 's successor. 
He p re side d ove r two Church councils, 1555 and ·1565. 
Hi jos de J. E spasa (ed.), Enciclopedia Universal 
Ilustrada (Barcelona, Spain: 1922) , XXXVI , p. 812. 

Morelos y Pavon , Jose Maria , was born in More li a , then c alled 
Valladolid , state of Michoacan , Mexi c o on Sep t. 30, 
1765, and died in Mexico Ci t y on Dec . 22, 1815. With 
some Indian ancestr y , More los worked many y ears as a 
muletee r. At the a ge of thirty he entered t he colleg e 
of Valladoli d , and was ord a ined a p riest. In 1810 
Mor e los joined t h e rebellion la unched b y Mi g uel Hidal
g o y Costilla who had b een a r ec t or of the college at 
Va lladolid during More los' days as a student . After 
Hi d a lgo ' s death , Morelos kept the cause alive in the 
north . He def e ated the Spa nish in several battles and 
h e ld seize for sixty- two days a g ains t the viceroy 's 
forces at Cuautla before he withdrew . Later he captured 
Oaxaca and Acapulco . He was made cap tai n gene ral in 
November, 1813 by the Congress of Chilipancingo . On 
November 6 , 1813 Mor elo s procl aimed the independence of 
Me xico from Spain , after which he drafted a republican 
constitution for the new c o unt r y , He was defeated by 
Augustin de Iturbide at Valladolid a nd taken pri s oner . 
Morelos was shot as a traitor after his trial by the 
Inq uisition , and his remains are in Mexi co City. The 
prese nt state of Mor el os was named in his honor. 
En cy clop edia Americana (New Yor k : Enc yclopedi a Press, 
1960) , XIX , p . 448 . 

Motolinia , Toribio d e Bene v ente , came with the twelve Fran
ciscan mission aries in 1523 to New Snain , af te r Cortez' s 
request . Their humble atti r e and bare feet drew the 
exclama tio n of moto l inia f r om the Indians , which meant 
"poor man". Bene vente was so pleased wi t h the word and 
its meaning that he assumed it a s his own name. He · 
t raveled on fo o t ov er Mexi co, Guatemala, and Ni caragua . 
While gentl e , charitable , and meek with his charges, he 
was one of the fierce st op ponents of Bartolome de Las 
Casas . Tor i bio wa s made g uardian of a Franciscan con
vent at Texcoco, and labored here baptizing more than 
four hundred thousand natives. He died in the convent 
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of San Francisco in Mexico City , but the year is un 
certain . Because of his personal work with the native s 
a nd knowled ge of their lan g ua ge , he acquired much in
fo rmation about the Indians and their i n stitutions . 
His g r eat work , Historia de los Indios de Nueva Esoana , 
is in three parts . The firs"t"deal s withthe religion 
and rites of the Az t e cs, the second part relates the 
conversion of the natives to Chri stianity , and the 
third discusses the character of the nation , including 
astrology and a griculture . Like most early writers in 
Mexico , Fathe r Toribio ' s his to r y is fu ll of miracles 
and startling occurrences , yet amid this pious in
credibility is much substantial inform ati on . Although 
Motolinia ' s work was never printed , much of it has 
certainly found its way into subsequent works . Wil 
liam Hickling Pre scott , Hi s tory of t h e Conquest of 
Mexic o and History of the Co nqu e st of Peru (New York : 
Random House , n . d .1, pp. 309 - 311 . -

Moya de Con t r eras , Pedro de , was the third archbishop of 
Mexico . He was born in Cordoba , Spain , t he year being 
unknown, and died in Madrid in 1591 . Moya took his 
doctorate in theolog y at the Un j ver sity of Salamanca, 
and was then g i ven charge of the school at the cathe 
dral of Canarias , an d was made inquisitor in Mar cia . 
In 1571 he was s en t to Mexic o to estab l ish the tribuna l 
of the Inquisiti on, and two y e ars later was appointed 
archbishop of Mexico . After the death of the viceroy 
in 1584 , Moy a was put in charge of the g overnment and 
served as viceroy until Oct . , 1585, when the new vice 
r oy arrived . In 1591 he was named Pr esident of the 
Council of the Indies , but only served one year before 
his death . Moy a wrote many long letter s which have been 
published under the title of Cartas de Indias . Rijos 
de J. Espasa (ed . ) . Enciclopedia Univer sal Ilustrada 
(Barcelona , Spain: 1922) , XXXVI , p. 1545. 

Ortiz, Tomas , was the superior who headed the first group 
of Domi nican missionaries to Mexi co in 1526. He became 
commissione r of the Inquisition , but returned almost 
immediately to Spain . Friar Domingo de Betanzos suc 
ceed ed him . Charles G. Herbermann and c ollabora t ors 
(eds . ) , Catho l i c Encyclopedia (New York : Encyclopedia 
Press , 1911) , X, p . 262d . 



Palafox y Mendoza , Juan de , was the bishop of La Pueb l a de 
los Angeles in Mexico . He was born in Spain , June 24 , 
1600, and died in Spain , Oct . 1 , 1659 . After com
ple ting his studies at the University of Salamanca , 
Pa l afox was appoi n ted a member of the Counc il of the 
I ndies at the court of Mad r id . In 1629 he was ordained 
a priest . On Dec , 27 , 1639 he was c ons ecrate d bishop 
of Pueb la, Mexico , and at the same time appointed 
v isitador gene r a l of Mexi co . Palafox arrived in June , 
1640 , and had much trouble with the r eligious orders 
whose pri vile g es and exemp tions he looke d upon as e n
croachmen ts on his epis copal jurisdi c tion , May , 1642 
he r e c ei ved orders to take t emporary charge of the 
go vernment in place of the viceroy who had been accuse d 
of mismanagement , and sympathy with Portug uese reb els 
in New Spain . At the same time Palafox was appointed 
archbi shop of Mex i co . During h i s five months of vice 
royalty he corrected financial t roubles , and destroyed 
many pag an idols and antiquities collected by previous 
viceroys . In 164 7 Palafox be gan to differ bitterly wi th 
the J e suits over numerous privileges and exemptions th e 
orde r enjoyed . Alth o ugh Pope Innocent X in 1 6 53 rule d 
in favor of Palafox and his arg uments , the bishop was 
transferr ed back to Spain in Nov ., 1653 where he spent 
the rest of his life . His literary works consisted 
chiefly of pastoral and historical treat i ses pub -
lishe d in Madri d in fifteen volume s in 1762. Charle s 
G. Herbermann a nd c ollaborators (eds . ) , Catholic En
cyclopedia (New York : Encyclopedia Pr ess , 1911 ), --XI , 
pp . 414- 41 5 . 

Sahagun , Bernar di n o de , was a Franciscan friar who was a 
contemporary of the conquest in Mexic o. Born in Spain , 
Sahag un was educated at Sal amanca , and t h en took his 
vows to S t . Francis. In 1 529 h e came to Mexi co and 
was the g uardian of s everal conventual houses suc 
c e ssively until he r elinqui shed these to devote him
self unreservedly to the bus ine s s of preaching and com
p iling works dealing with the antiquities of the Azte c s . 
\·lh ile doing these literary labors Sahag un continued 
to occupy the position of l ec t urer in the Colle g e of 
Santa Cruz . His g r eat e st wo r k , Historia Universal 
de Nue va E spana , i s divid e d into twelve b o oks . The 
fi rst eleven are o ccupi e d with the s oc ial i ns ti tuti ons 
of Mexi co, a n d the last wi t h the conquest. On the 



relig ion of the co unt ry he is very detailed. After 
se veral other r eli g ious and philological wor ks , none 
of which have been publi s hed , Saha g un died in 1590 
in Mexi co City . William Hickl ing Prescott, History 
of the Con(uest of Mexico and History of t he Con~ue s t 
of Peru . New York: Random House, n. d.J,pp. 2-53. 

Sig uenza y Gong ora, Carlos de, wa s a Mexican born scholar 
who wrote articles on philosophy , anti q uari a n matt e rs, 
and mathematics . He lived from 1645 to 1700. Hi s most 
important work was a chronicle and compilation he wrote 
for two poetic competitions and which he en titled 
Triunfo paratheni co . Encbclope d ia Americana ( New York: 
Americana Corporation, 19 0) , XVIII , p . 804 . 

Torquemada , Juan de , was a pro vincial of the Franciscan 
orde r who c ame to New Spai n in the middle of the s i x
teenth cen tury . As the conquerors were still living 
he had the opportunity t o gather the particulars of 
thei r enterprise . He added to this information the 
traditi ons of the natives , and histori es of othe r early 
missionar ies . He wrote of all the Mexi can institu
tions , politic a l , social , and re l igious from the 
earl iest time to his own. While b earing the mark of 
bigotry and some errors , such as his misconception of 
the chr on ological system us ed by the Aztecs, h is work, 
Monarchi a Indiana , was of great value and has be~n con
sult e d and co pi ed by many other historians . William · 
Hickling Prescott , History of th e Conque st of Mexico 
a nd Histo r y of th e Conquest of Pe r u (New York: Random 
House , n . d .Jp . 34 . 

Valencia , Juan Martin de Boil, was born at the villa of 
Valencia in Sp ain in the mi ddle of the fift e enth. cen
tury , and died on Aug . 31, 1534 . He ent e red the Fran
ciscan order in Spain , and in 1523, when past the a ge 
of fifty , was ch osen to le ad the first g r oup of twelve 
Franci scans to be g in conversion wor k with the Mexi can 
Indians . Va le ncia never acquir ed the use of the n ati ve 
lang uag e in Mexico, but led a v ery holy life setting 
an example f or others to follow. Father Martin presid ed 
over the f i r st e cclesia s tical synod i n New Spain, held 
July 2 , 1524. At the same time he es t ablished the 
Custody of the Holy Gos pel, and wa s elec t ed fi rst cus
todian . Valencia died after ten years of laboring in 
Mexico. His love of poverty was so g re a t tha t when his 
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friends wanted to replace an old board on his coffin 
with a new board, such a noise was heard within the 
sepulcher that the old board was quickly replaced. 
Charles G. Herbermann and collaborators (eds,), 
Catholi c Encyclopedia (New York: Encyclopedia Press, 
19 11) XI, p. 734 ; and Charles S. Braden, Religious 
Asoect s of th e Conquest of Mexico (Durham: Duke Uni
versity Press, 1930), p.125. 

Veytia, Mariano, wa s born of a highly respected family at 
Pueb la in 1718, and p ublished Historia Antique in 
Mexico City in 1836. After his education, he traveled 
to Spain and Europe . The rest of Veytia's life in 
Mexico was devot ed to literary work, especially na
tional history. Having position and wealth all manu
scripts we re available to him. Of all his many works 
only Histor ia Antiqua was published . This h i story 
covers the first occupation of Me xi co to the middl e 
of the sixte enth century at which point his work was 
terminated by d eath . The date of his death is not 
known , but probably was not lat e r than 1780. William 
Hi ckling Prescott, History of the Conquest of Mexico 
and History of the Conquest of Pe ru (New York: Random 
House , n. d.Jp-:-1:8. - --

Zumarraga , Juan de, was born in Spain in 1468 and died in 
Me xico in 1 548 . For many ye ars he was the guardi an of 
the convent of Abrojo in Spain. In Dec ., 1527 he was 
appointed bishop of the newly created s e e of Mexico. 
Zumarra g a greatly guided and dev eloped the Mexi c an 
mis s ions , but is charged with destroying Aztec manu
scripts . Among his accomplishments in Mexico were a 
school for Indian g irls, th e introduction of the print
ing press , founding of various hospitals, especially 
in Mexi co City and Veracruz, and his impetus to agri
culture, industry, and manufacturing for he brought 
trained laborers from Spain to teach the natives. His 
see was ele vated to archbishopric in 1548, the year he 
died . Zumarraga left many letters and other literary 
item s . Charles G, Herbermann and collaborators (eds.), 
Catho lic Encyclopedia (New York: Encyclopedia Press, 
1911) , XV, p. 767a; and Enclclopedia Americana (New York: 
Americana Corporation, 1960, XXIX, p. 739. 
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