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Introduction

In the parish church of Cómbita, in what is now the Department of
Boyacá, Colombia, hangs a large canvas completed in öÿþÿ by the
Neogranadian painter Gaspar de Figueroa (Figure I.ö). It depicts, in a
series of overlapping and interconnected scenes, the imagined interplay
between the Catholic Church of this corner of the Andes and its concep-
tion of the sacred. The painting portrays a well-known Catholic subject,
the Mass of Saint Gregory, showing the miracle of the apparition of
Christ as the ‘Man of Sorrows’ during the mass, as Pope Gregory I utters
the words of consecration – a visual statement of the Catholic doctrine of
the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, reafûrmed at the Council of
Trent.ö In the background is a depiction of Purgatory, and above it,
presiding over the entire painting, are the two remaining persons of the
Christian Trinity and the Virgin Mary in Heaven. They are surrounded by
angels, some of whom are helping a select few souls escape their torment
by pulling them out with black leather belts, associated with the devotion
to Saint Monica, to whom the parish church was dedicated.÷ A ûnal

ö On the theme of the Mass of Saint Gregory in Catholic art in this period, see, for example,
Lee Wandel, ‘The Reformation and the Visual Arts’. In The Cambridge History of
Christianity. Vol. ÷: Reform and Expansion, öþ÷÷–öÿÿ÷. Edited by R. Po-Chia Hsia,
øùø–øþ÷ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ÷÷÷þ).

÷ Depictions of purgatory are common in Neogranadian churches in this period, as Natalia
Lozada Mendieta notes in La incorporación del indígena en el Purgatorio cristiano:
estudio de los lienzos de ánimas de la Nueva Granada de los siglos XVI y XVII

(Bogotá: Ediciones Uniandes, Universidad de los Andes, ÷÷ö÷), ÿ÷. A common theme is
the rescue of souls in torment using an object associated with a particular devotion, often
the rosary. For other examples, see María del Rosario Leal del Castillo, ‘El purgatorio en
la plástica neogranadina’. Alarife: Revista de arquitectura, no. öÿ (÷÷÷�): ÿþ–�þ. The

ö
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element further unites the two scenes, and gives the painting its name: the
inclusion of Saint Nicholas of Tolentino, the ûgure in the black
Augustinian habit towards the centre of the painting, associated both

÷ÿ÷÷÷÷ ÿ.ö Gaspar de Figueroa, San Nicolás de Tolentino y las Ánimas, öÿþÿ.
Parroquia de la Inmaculada Concepción, Cómbita, Boyacá. Photograph by Santiago
Medina

parish church of Cómbita is now dedicated to a different devotion, the
Immaculate Conception.

÷ Introduction
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with the souls of Purgatory and with the Augustinian order that ran the
parish. At ûrst sight, this seems largely to reûect the interests and priorities
of the European missionaries charged with Christianising the Indigenous
peoples of this region, then known as the New Kingdom of Granada.

A closer look, however, reveals additional elements that reûect the
hopes and concerns – both spiritual and material – of the Indigenous
people of the town, whose painting, and church, this was. Most striking
of all is the inclusion of members of the Indigenous laity among the ûgures
portrayed behind Saint Nicholas, who appear to have processed into the
frame. Their depictions are individualised, and we know that they are the
leaders of the Confraternity of the Souls of Purgatory of the parish of
Cómbita, which commissioned and funded the painting. The confratern-
ity was, in one sense, an entirely local institution, and the painting
responded to very local concerns. The town of Cómbita had been created
in öÿ÷ö by forcibly bringing together three different communities –

Cómbita, Motavita, and Suta. The confraternity depicted here was asso-
ciated with the community of Cómbita, which was making a visible claim
to an important position within the life of the town with this painting, in
the face of the other two groups with which it shared it, and their rival
confraternity.ø As Mercedes López Rodríguez has shown, the individuals
depicted here are don Pedro Tabaco, the cacique, or Indigenous ruler, of
Cómbita, and his family. Tabaco was using the institution of the confra-
ternity as a means to reassert his position of leadership within his com-
munity, which was facing unprecedented pressures as a result of colonial
impositions – a generalised phenomenon afûicting Indigenous authorities
throughout the region in the early seventeenth century.ù At the same time,
this confraternity was only a local instance of a cult integrating Saint
Monica, the Souls of Purgatory, and Saint Nicholas of Tolentino that the
Augustinians had promoted in many contexts since the ûfteenth century,
making this isolated parish in the Neogranadian highlands part of a far-
reaching, global devotion.þ

ø The resettlement and confraternities of Cómbita are discussed in Chapter ÿ.
ù Mercedes López Rodríguez traces the situation faced by don Pedro in relation to the
increasing relative wealth and importance and his former subordinates in ‘La memoria
de las imágenes: Donantes indígenas en el Lienzo de las Ánimas de San Nicolás de
Tolentino’. In Historia e imágenes: Los agustinos en Colombia, ÷÷÷ años. Edited by
José Antonio Carbonell Blanco (Bogotá: Museo Nacional de Colombia, ÷÷÷÷), ÷�–ø÷.

þ The Archconfraternity of Our Lady of Consolation and Cincture, or of the Black Leathern
Belt of Saint Monica, Saint Augustine, and Saint Nicholas of Tolentino. On the role of
such local-global devotions in this period, such as the Madonna of the Snows, see Simon
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The painting is catechetical, and the ideas it depicts – the Trinity, the
mechanics of the afterlife, the immortality of the soul, the value and role
of the sacraments – were all, like the model and style of the painting itself,
introduced by the European invaders of the New Kingdom of Granada
and the missionaries who followed them. Some of the ideas and practices
it promotes – the centrality of the Eucharist, the efûcacy of the cult of
saints, the procession of the confraternity – reûect the priorities of
Catholic reformers in the aftermath of the Council of Trent, including
those who, in its train, sought to implement crucial reforms to the mis-
sionary project of the New Kingdom. However, here, all these features
have also been appropriated by the parish laity, who used not only the
iconographic language of the painting but also the institutions and prac-
tices of this Tridentine Catholicism for their own purposes. The painting
provides a lens on the incorporation of the Indigenous peoples of the New
Kingdom of Granada into Christianity, the subject of this book.

The chapters that follow trace the experience of the peoples today
known as the Muisca – a number of groups characterised, before the
European invasion, by their great linguistic, political, and religious diver-
sity – over the course of the century or so after the Spanish invasion of the
Northern Andes, from the foundation of the city of Santafé de Bogotá in
öþøÿ to the ûnal years of the archiepiscopate of Cristóbal de Torres
(d. öÿþù), the last in a series of reforming archbishops of Santafé.
In this period, successive generations of priests and administrators sought
to incorporate the Muisca into Catholicism and transform them into
Christian subjects of the Spanish monarchy. By preparing Indigenous
people for the coming of the kingdom of God, missionaries and ofûcials
sought to realise a colonial normative, political, and religious order, the
New Kingdom of Granada, whose self-declared justiûcation and purpose,
and the basis of its Indigenous tributary and extractive economy, was – like
that of the rest of the Spanish empire – Christianisation.

On both sides of the Atlantic, and in Southeast Asia, the Spanish
monarchy placed a special emphasis on the incorporation of its subjects
into its vision of Christianity, a position that was broadly derived from
two interconnected lines of historical development. The ûrst was the
consolidation of the identity of ‘Spain’ and Spanishness that accompanied
the political uniûcation of Castile and Aragon. Especially after the capture

Ditchûeld, ‘Romanus and Catholicus: Counter-Reformation Rome as Caput Mundi’.
In A Companion to Early Modern Rome, ö÷þ÷–öÿþ÷. Edited by Pamela M. Jones,
Barbara Wisch, and Simon Ditchûeld, öøö–öùþ (Leiden: Brill, ÷÷ö�).

ù Introduction
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of Granada in öù�÷, this identity became increasingly characterised by
ideas of cultural unity, most often expressed in religious terms, eventually
leading to a growing obsession with ‘purity’ of blood (limpieza de sangre).
The second was the development of a justiûcation for the conquest and
possession of the New World based initially on the need for Christian
evangelisation, from the Inter caetera bulls onwards,ÿ and later on the
preservation of orthodoxy. As a result, Christianisation, ultimately, was
rooted in coercion: incorporation into Christianity, all theological niceties
aside, was an unavoidable imperative for people under Spanish rule.

Time and time again, these designs were tempered by local conditions,
the shortcomings of colonial administrators, and, most importantly, the
contestations of Indigenous people as they navigated profound changes,
dramatic demographic collapse, and ever-growing colonial impositions.
However, by the middle of the seventeenth century, despite complaints to
the contrary of some contemporary observers and modern scholars,
Catholicism had spread widely and taken root among the Indigenous
inhabitants of the highlands of the New Kingdom of Granada. What
I mean by this is not the fulûlment of a predeûned strategy that simply
unfolded over this period, or indeed the crossing of some watershed in a
linear process of conversion involving the progressive abandonment of
one ‘religion’ and the adoption of another. Instead, what the chapters that
follow trace are a series of interconnected processes – contingent,
faltering, contested, and subject to reversals – that fundamentally trans-
formed the lives of Indigenous people across the region, and created the
space and conditions that allowed them to engage with Christianity in
diverse ways. Indigenous people adapted and adopted what Christianity
had to offer them, incorporating many of its features into their lives for
multiple reasons and purposes, of which only a few are visible to us in the
historical record. Those processes, and these interactions, created and
sustained the New Kingdom of Granada. Like the scenes in Figueroa’s
painting, the story is partly one of missionaries and settlers, but also, and
at its heart, it is an Indigenous story, involving a diverse cast of actors
ûrmly rooted in local contexts and dynamics while connected to, and
shaped by, global trends.

ÿ Inter caetera, ø and ù May öù�ø, in Josef Metzler, ed., America Pontiûcia: Primi saeculi

evangelizationis, ö÷þø–öþþ÷. Documenta Pontiûcia ex registris et minutis praesertim in
Archivo Secreto Vaticano existentibus, vol. ö (Vatican: Libreria editrice vaticana, ö��ö),
þö–þþ and þ�–ÿø.
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The focus of this book is the highland region of the eastern range of
what are now the Colombian Andes. This is a territory of roughly ö÷,÷÷÷
square miles broadly corresponding to the highlands of the modern-day
Colombian departamentos of Cundinamarca and Boyacá, composed of
the high plateau known as the altiplano cundiboyacense, located at an
average altitude of about ÷,þ÷÷ metres above sea level, and its surround-
ing highland valleys. Its inhabitants, ûrst encountered by Europeans in
öþøÿ, lived across a multitude of settlements of different sizes, were
organised in a variety of political groupings of various conûgurations,
and spoke a range of languages. They are known to us as the Muisca.
In the years that followed the European invasion, this region was organ-
ised into two colonial provinces: Santafé and Tunja. These became the
focus of Spanish settlement in the Northern Andes and eventually the core
of a Spanish colonial realm known as the New Kingdom of Granada,
which covered – at least on paper – much of the region of northern South
America that is now the Republic of Colombia. Over the period with
which this book is concerned, the Muisca peoples – like so many other
Indigenous groups – suffered catastrophic demographic collapse as a
result of colonial impositions and the ravages of successive waves of
epidemics. Estimates of the size of their population before the invasion
remain largely informed guesses, but ûgures for the colonial period –

although inexact and based on patchy documentation – suggest that the
population crashed from about ÷ÿ÷,÷÷÷ individuals around öþÿ÷ to tens
of thousands by the öÿø÷s, a collapse of around ÿ÷ per cent by some
measures.þ

This New Kingdom of Granada was at the margins of Spanish power
in America. It lacked the status and resources of the two viceregal centres,
New Spain and Peru. It attracted far fewer European immigrants, it
received much less attention from the Spanish crown, and its civil and
ecclesiastical institutions developed at a slower pace. European explorers
and missionaries had been active in the region’s Caribbean coast from the
ûrst decade of the sixteenth century, but their exploration and settlement
of the interior and the establishment of the institutions of government and
the church lagged behind similar developments in New Spain and Peru.

þ Figures derived from this and every other colonial visitation in this period are discussed in
the chapters that follow. For a survey of the long history of human occupation of this
region, see Marta Herrera Ángel, ‘Milenios de ocupación en Cundinamarca’. In Los

muiscas en los siglos XVI y XVII: Miradas desde la arqueología, la antropología y la
historia. Edited by Jorge Augusto Gamboa (Bogotá: Universidad de los Andes, ÷÷÷ÿ),
ö–ø�.
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Europeans only ventured inland in the late öþø÷s, when news of the
invasion of Peru prompted expeditions to ûnd an overland route to
connect it with the Caribbean. The city of Santafé was not founded until
öþøÿ, and the region then remained a Caribbean hinterland, governed
from Santa Marta and Santo Domingo, until the arrival of its own
Audiencia (royal court and chancery) in öþþ÷. Its ûrst bishop, for his
part, would not reach the highlands until öþþø, and the region only
became its own ecclesiastical province in öþÿù. Indeed, it even had to
wait until the eighteenth century for its own printing press. These events
occurred years, decades, and in the latter case centuries, after similar
developments in Mexico and Peru. As a result, scholars of colonial
Latin America, and even of ‘the Andes’, especially those writing in
English, have tended to overlook the New Kingdom’s early colonial
history. For too long, the region has been assumed to have followed a
similar trajectory to the viceregal centres, if more slowly and at a smaller
scale, with little to add to our understanding of broader trends.ÿ

These assumptions have a long history and are, in fact, rooted in the
distinctive ways in which writing about the New Kingdom and its peoples
took shape from the sixteenth century. From early explorers to chronic-
lers, missionaries, and ofûcials, successive generations of authors –writing
across different genres and registers, in works of history, legislation,
linguistic observation, and bureaucratic documentation, occasionally in
collaboration with Indigenous informers – applied models and assump-
tions derived from more central regions to understand conditions on the
ground and to explain them to foreign audiences. This framing continued

ÿ This is beginning to change, and the history of the New Kingdom of Granada in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is beginning to enjoy signiûcant interest in English-
language scholarship. In the last two decades, Kris Lane highlighted the region’s connect-
edness to early modern global networks of exchange in Colour of Paradise: The Emerald
in the Age of Gunpowder Empires (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, ÷÷ö÷).
J. Michael Francis examined the Spanish invasion in Invading Colombia: Spanish

Accounts of the Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada Expedition of Conquest (University Park:
Penn State University Press, ÷÷÷þ), alongside translations of key sources. Joanne
Rappaport and Tom Cummins set their study of Indigenous literacy, Beyond the

Lettered City: Indigenous Literacies in the Andes (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
÷÷ö÷), in the Northern Andes, noting the historiographical relevance of exploring colonial
Andean culture in a non-Incaic setting. Rappaport has also examined the emergence,
development, and ambiguities of mestizaje in colonial Santafé and Tunja in multiple
works, most notably The Disappearing Mestizo: Conûguring Difference in the Colonial

New Kingdom of Granada (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, ÷÷öù). All these works
coincide in highlighting the distinctive perspective of this region to explore broader
questions usually considered from the perspective of the viceregal centres.
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in scholarly writing about the region long after Colombian independence:
rather than exploring the historical, for decades much of the historiog-
raphy took part in perpetuating the categories, perspectives, and ûctions
in which colonial authors were invested.

There were certainly important commonalities with central regions.
In Mexico and Peru, as elsewhere in Spanish America, missionaries and
administrators faced the common task of Christianising Indigenous
peoples. They struggled with the problems posed by Indigenous languages
and the settlement patterns of the people under their jurisdiction. They
faced common challenges regarding how best to employ limited man-
power and resources in religious instruction, which methods to use to
impart the mysteries of the Christian faith, which devotions and practices
to promote among their catechumens – and how to determine whether the
message they sought to impart was being received in the way they
intended. All of this intensiûed when, in öþÿù, Philip II accepted the
decrees of the Council of Trent in the Crown of Castile and ordered their
implementation across its dominions, and civil and ecclesiastical author-
ities across the monarchy had to face the common task of reforming the
churches under their care along Tridentine lines – and more immediately
of trying ûgure out what it was exactly that these were supposed to be.
The details and contours of these problems were, of course, always local,
but some broad features were universal, so that these shared experiences
need not be a distorting inûuence. Indeed, the contributions and perspec-
tives of scholars who have examined the Christianisation of Indigenous
peoples in those regions and elsewhere around the early modern world
offer important insights that frame the questions this book explores.

In fact, the New Kingdom of Granada occupied a distinctive place in
the Spanish empire. It was marginal and received little attention from the
Spanish crown, and yet it was ûrmly embedded in the networks of
exchange and movement of people, goods, ideas, and knowledge that
spanned the early modern world. Deposits of gold, emeralds, and other
precious resources attracted signiûcant numbers of immigrants. Between
öþþ÷ and öÿþ÷, New Granada produced over þþ per cent of all the gold
extracted in Spanish America.� Neogranadian emeralds, originating pri-
marily in the mines of the region of Muzo in the province of Tunja,

� þþ.þÿ per cent (ÿþ.�öù kg, of öþù.þþþ kg) between öþþ÷ and öÿþ÷. For these ûgures, and
more information about Neogranadian gold production, see John J. TePaske, A New
World of Gold and Silver. Edited by Kendall W. Brown (Leiden: Brill, ÷÷ö÷), øþ–ù÷, þÿ,
and ÷ÿö–÷þ÷.
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quickly became a global commodity traded as far aûeld as South Asia.ö÷

The discovery and extraction of these and other resources resulted in the
establishment of signiûcant administrative and commercial centres in the
interior of New Granada from the öþø÷s, which in turn prompted the
creation and development of other industries to sustain the growing
colonial population. Moreover, the region was at the geographic centre
of the Spanish presence in America, and its Caribbean port of Cartagena
de Indias was an important nexus in the network of trade and communi-
cation on which it depended, not least through its status as the principal
Spanish American port in the trans-Atlantic slave trade in this period.öö

Ambitious priests and administrators may have had their sights on
more distinguished regions, but many passed through New Granada on
their way to higher ofûce in the colonial administration or church, where
they often discovered that they had a greater freedom of action and were
further removed from royal supervision than their contemporaries else-
where. The New Kingdom’s dearth of resources and manpower, the
weakness of its institutions in the face of personal ambition and private
interest, and its limited oversight often resulted in catastrophe, especially
in the sixteenth century. At the same time, the lack of resources and
supervision opened possibilities for experimentation and innovation, for-
cing local actors to ûnd creative solutions to issues that in other regions
could be approached with greater ûnancial, technical, or human
resources.

One such experiment, an ambitious reform programme inaugurated at
the beginning of the seventeenth century, is the pivotal moment of this
book. Partly as a response to multiple crises and failures of governance of
the sixteenth century, and partly as a result of the changing priorities and
preoccupations of religious reformers, an ambitious archbishop, a deter-
mined president, and an exiled cohort of Jesuits, with the broad support
of the kingdom’s leading settlers, came together to concoct a plan to
overhaul the missionary project. The plan focused on the introduction
of the most current devotions, practices, and institutions in Catholicism at
a global level, creating new avenues for Indigenous people to engage with
Christianity and setting the New Kingdom on a distinctive course. This
book explores this experiment from a variety of perspectives, focusing on

ö÷ These are the subject of Lane, Colour of Paradise.
öö See David Wheat, ‘The First Great Waves: African Provenance Zones for the

Transatlantic Slave Trade to Cartagena de Indias, öþþ÷–öÿù÷’. Journal of African

History þ÷, no. ö (÷÷öö): ö–÷÷.
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how the Indigenous inhabitants of the region experienced, negotiated,
and participated in these efforts. It shows how collaboration among
Indigenous people, priests, administrators, and the Spanish laity, albeit
uneven and asymmetrical, both consolidated and assured the very sur-
vival of the colonial project. As a result, the coming of Christianity to this
region, and the coming of the New Kingdom of Granada, were complex,
collective, and negotiated processes.

This book also advances several methodological arguments. The ûrst
concerns the use of sources. This is a region whose sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century history is not as well documented as others in
Spanish America. It lacks the vast Indigenous-language archives of
regions of Mesoamerica, and a few petitions aside – crucial and revealing
though these certainly are – there is no surviving body of Indigenous
writing in Spanish of the sort that scholars of the Central Andes and
other regions have studied so fruitfully. Even more mundane colonial
records are comparatively scarce for a number of reasons, including the
relative inefûcacy of the institutions of its colonial administration, which
this book explores; the destruction by ûre of signiûcant portions of what
was by then the viceregal palace of Santafé in öþÿþ and with them large
sections of the Audiencia’s archive; and the unavailability to research-
ers – and possible loss – of key ecclesiastical archives, such as those of the
now Archdiocese of Bogotá.ö÷ One genre of documentation central to this
book, visitations, provides a good illustration. For a start, it is clear that
these were never carried out as often or as thoroughly as they were
supposed to be. Most of the records of those that were completed by
the civil authorities – as far as we can tell from summaries and excerpts
sent to Spain or held in other archives – have been lost, leaving just a
fraction. And an entire body of sources, the records of ecclesiastical
visitations, with the exception of the handful considered in this book,
have never been available to researchers. Like historians everywhere, we
know that there are questions that we simply cannot answer with the
sources available to us, but in the context of the New Kingdom – whose
history and historiography developed in the shadow of better documented
regions – this limit has overdetermined what and how we can know.

ö÷ On the destruction of the viceregal palace, Robert Ojeda Pérez, Adriana Castellanos
Alfonso, and Sebastián Torres. ‘Incendio del palacio virreinal en Santafé: Resonancia
histórica y patrimonial’. Módulo Arquitectura CUC ö÷ (÷÷öø): öÿø–öÿö. To this we
might add the loss of additional materials held in other collections in central Bogotá on
� April ö�ùÿ and the days that followed.
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