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Introduction

Michoacán was “enclosed like Eden,” according to Alonso de la Rea, a Franciscan 
chronicler of the seventeenth century. He added, “The waters which irrigate this 
terrestrial paradise and fertilize its cup are the most abundant which this king-
dom [of New Spain] enjoys; they are as sweet and drinkable as one could hope 
for.”1 A region of breathtaking physical beauty, it is home to lush green hills and 
mountains, lakes and rivers, cascading waterfalls, abundant fish, pine forests, and 
rolling valleys buffeted by volcanic peaks in mountainous highlands (the Taras-
can Plateau).2 In De la Rea’s time, the subtropical zones were rich in avocadoes, 
papayas, and zapotes as well as river crocodiles, scorpions, and hallucinogenic 
mushrooms. Spaniards thought Michoacán was a kind of American paradise, a 
place where one could grow crops year-round, populated by tranquil and pious 
indigenous peoples.

Encompassing the modern-day states of Michoacán and Colima, as well as 
parts of Jalisco and Guanajuato, the viceregal province of Michoacán was topo-
graphically and ethnically complex. Prior to Spanish arrival, it remained indepen-
dent from the Aztec (Mexica) Empire of central Mexico. Composed of a hereditary 
kingdom or federation, the Tarascans (Purépecha), and overseen by a hereditary 
king known as the caltzontzin, the province had satellite states of influence in Co-
limotl and the Motines mountain regions and was bounded to the north by the 
vaguely defined “Chichimec” groups. After contact with Spaniards and putative 
political conquest, the Spanish Crown divided the region into encomiendas. In ex-
change for spiritual oversight of their indigenous charges, the encomenderos re-
ceived rights to labor drafts of these charges. In all practical terms, encomien-
das developed into land grants, even if, technically speaking, the encomenderos 
held no formal title to land.3 The region remained ethnically mixed, composed of 
Purépecha, Otomí, Colima-Nahua, Xilotlanzinca, and Piñol groups, followed by 
Spaniards and, later, mestizo and mulato peoples. Missionaries saw Michoacán 
as a region ripe for a kind of New World utopian communal Church overseen by 
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simple friars. With its dense population, seemingly endless subtropical warmth, 
long growing seasons, and near-limitless freedom, Spaniards believed it could be-
come a sort of cultural utopia. A dramatic showdown had already taken place be-
tween the Mexica Empire and Spanish conquistadors allied with Tlaxcalan auxil-
iaries. After the fall of the Mexica capital, Tenochtitlan, in 1521, Spaniards set their 
sights on the large kingdom of Michoacán to the west in the interest of imperial 
expansion.

In the century after Spanish-indigenous contact, in 1521, Michoacán hosted a 
series of antics so outlandish in all their macabre glory that it seems like some sar-
castic deity has narrated the stories. The hereditary king, the caltzontzin, flayed 
Spaniards and made costumes of their skins, dancing inside them. The first Span-
ish missionaries demolished indigenous religious materials with glee. The re-
gion had no resident priest or magistrate for the first two decades of Spanish rule. 
Spanish landowners and settlers lived in an un-Christianized, stateless zone, free 
to drink, smoke, steal, gamble, screw, and do as they pleased. After Christianity 
arrived decades later, priests loyal to the bishop burned down a monastery in a 
factional dispute—while the friars were asleep inside. Parish priests hired their 
own personal militias and stabbed agents of the very Church they served when 
reminded of their legal duties. Friars gossiped that certain cardinals in Rome 
offered jobs for their male lovers. Ranchers laughed at inquisitional agents and 
called them punks, rogues, and thieves. The first inquisitional agent of the region 
was an inveterate gambler who loved a good dance party and silk suits. Priests 
punched each other out in the cathedral. Missionaries said the bishop was a lazy 
egotist. A gouty friar rode in a litter to preach to the indigenous for miles around, 
because local priests did not speak the local language, Purépecha. Royal magis-
trates ran drunkenly through the streets of small towns in their underwear, only to 
be reappointed for lack of royal representation on the ground. Other magistrates 
were murdered by their rivals. One had his ear chopped off in revenge. Mammoth 
coconut plantations supplied most of the illegal wine of the region. River croco-
diles ate travelers but magically bore missionaries across river rapids. And the 
proverbial last man standing, a priest and inquisitional agent, stole so much land 
that the royal court was obliged to steal the land back. When it attempted to do 
so, the priest set his personal militia on the judge in attempted murder. A century 
after the conquest, an inquisitional agent was dispatched to Michoacán’s country-
side to deliver the good news that he was from the government and there to help 
the residents. They wondered, “What is this Inquisition you speak of, good sir?” 
And these are just a few of the true stories which littered the juridical and political 
landscape and which this book retells in an effort at rescuing largely forgotten his-
tories of everyday forms of making (or undoing) empire.4

The case of western Mexico, the province of Michoacán, offers a detailed case 
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study of the endemic difficulties of a transoceanic imperial authority, Spain, im-
posing a colonial order on a province of New Spain. This book provides a detailed 
portrait of Spanish agents of a global order relentlessly pursuing their own inter-
ests. Michoacán developed into a kind of outpost of empire, where the ordinary 
rules of law, jurisprudence, and royal oversight collapsed in the entropy of decen-
tralization. In due course, Michoacán became a kind of region of refuge—refuge 
from imperial oversight, from juridical control, and from formal Catholicism.5

In the following pages, I examine the everyday exercise of authority by colonial 
agents of the Spanish Crown in Michoacán in the first century of Spanish presence. 
The Spanish Crown in the sixteenth century exercised far-flung global influence. 
Yet the Spanish Empire was diffuse, represented by a conquistador class that was 
largely a private enterprise in service of a state; an administrative class allied to 
local political interests; and a Christianization enterprise fractured into compet-
ing corporate groups. The Spanish Empire in the sixteenth century was less a co-
hesive empire than a “confederation of principalities held together in the person 
of a single king.”6 Nowhere was this loose archipelago of power more obvious than 
in sixteenth-century Michoacán.

This book examines the ground-level application of an imperial project in a 
viceregal province, avoiding interpretations of empire as all-powerful or empty. 
As one modern historian has put it, agents of empire lived in a sixteenth-century 
world where “power relationships . . . were intermittent, incomplete, and compli-
cated by many conflicting obligations and loyalties . . . [without] a single, unified, 
coherent ruling class.”7 In the quotidian activity of making, or, rather, unmaking, 
empire, one sees the remarkable ability of local political actors to flout royal will 
even when tasked with defending royal justice, global Catholicism, or a univer-
salizing Inquisition. Analysis of Spanish actors who presumably represented the 
imperial project—landowners, magistrates, missionaries, priests, bishops, inqui-
sitional agents, and notaries, for example—reveals divided mini-empires. Indige-
nous aristocrats, pipiltin, also acted as agents of empire, as the Spanish Crown 
delegated to them rights and privileges in exchange for acting as intermediaries 
between indigenous commoners, or macehuales, and the Crown. In this frontier, a 
few men wielded what amounted to promiscuous power, drawing strength and au-
thority from overlapping institutions (such as royal court, municipal government, 
parish church, mendicant order, cathedral chapter, and Inquisition).

Resident Spaniards, acting as the little hands of empire, worked toward their 
own goals, usually to the detriment of royal justice. The book’s focus on Span-
iards inverts the usual ethnographic practice of studying indigenous responses 
to colonial authority. The sustained analysis of Spanish perceptions and practices 
articulates the instability of empire. The focus on local, quotidian politics distin-
guishes this study from the many excellent global treatments of Spanish Empire 
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and the transatlantic world.8 We know a good deal about the obverse side of this 
book’s analysis. Studies about indigenous polities (altepeque) and their collective 
responses to Spanish imperial or colonial rule abound.9 But given the stark silence 
about the ordinary enforcers of Spanish rule, I set out to write a book about the 
banality of local imperial rule.

Activities of the everyday and local representatives of colonial rule reveal 
the domestic quality of the enterprise of making empire. This study focuses on 
ranchers and encomenderos as representatives of Spanish control of land; on 
magistrates and judges as functionaries of royal law; on missionaries as ideologi-
cal agents of Catholic evangelization; on parish priests and bishops as represen-
tatives of the Spanish royal control of the Church; and on inquisitional deputies 
as agents of social discipline. Conquistadors, land speculators, ranchers, and en-
comenderos presumably served to expand the Spanish orbit literally at the ground 
level by usurping indigenous land claims. In practice, they were concerned with 
personal enrichment. Royal legal agents—magistrates—were supposed to en-
force the royal law. Yet their distance from centralized jurisprudential oversight 
(in Mexico City and Madrid) lent them an impunity to enforce civil law in capri-
cious ways. Religious officials sought to Christianize Michoacán for diverse rea-
sons. Friar-missionaries—Augustinians and Franciscans—hoped to convert the 
indigenous population to Christianity. But these friars were relatively uninter-
ested in making the indigenous peoples into Spanish citizens or members of a 
secular empire. The bishops and parish priests who followed in the wake of the 
missionaries more clearly identified with a project of Hispanicization. Secular 
priests—that is, priests who were not monastics—viewed friar-missionaries as too 
independent—financially and administratively—for the broader good of global 
Spanish Catholicism. And the Inquisition viewed Michoacán as culturally out of 
control. Scholarship and popular imagination presumed the Inquisition to be the 
highest expression of a global Spanish Catholicism in a negative, punitive way. Yet 
Spanish citizens in the region mocked the Inquisition. Overall, one sees a deeply 
quotidian enforcement of imperial theory.

Michoacán’s First Spanish Century, Serialized

Individual narrative dramas organize this book. Each chapter offers a snapshot 
of the everyday processes of colonialism of a particular region during a delimited 
period of time. These narrative chapters portray the extent to which local interests 
pursued their own powers with few overarching political-legal theories of empire 
or colonialism. Microhistorical biography fleshes out colonial actors as individu-
als caught up in the intrigues, violence, and drama of imperial showdown just as 
residents of indigenous towns resisted Spanish control.10
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While methodologically microhistorical, this book takes epistemological and 
stylistic cues from Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin. In his study of Dostoyevsky, 
Bakhtin made a critical point that has influenced my thinking about human biog-
raphies.11 In telling their stories, a novelist may utilize life-stories to represent con-
cepts (piety, redemption, sensualism, cynicism)—as Dostoyevsky did so famously, 
for example, in Brothers Karamazov. Michoacán’s imperial agents represent con-
ceptual explorations—a friar might represent idealism; a bishop, regalism; an en-
comendero, colonial territorial expansion; a cathedral canon, caudillismo—rule 
by a strongman; a drunken womanizer, anarchism; a rancher, sedition. But these 
symbolic biographies are implicit rather than explicit, hiding behind the mask of 
the ordinary.

Stylistically, I have long found inspiration in Bakhtin’s assessment of Rabelais 
(to say nothing of Rabelais himself ). In Bakhtin’s telling, Rabelais, an erudite, ele-
gant, and witty theologian and writer, combined the language of the market, of 
the street, of the “lower-bodily stratum,” with the language of the monastery, the 
classroom, and the court.12 Rabelaisian style was thus a perfect synthesis of the 
crass and the elegant, of the grotesque and the sublime, of the ordinary and the ex-
ceptional, of the scatological and the angelic. The stories of everyday Spaniards in 
Michoacán reveal in their ribald detail the kind of symphonic range that might 
have pleased Bakhtin’s sensibilities.

Slippage between official and popular comes out in the language and men-
tality of those who were accused of doctrinal offenses. In 1577, a Franciscan friar 
preached a sermon in Celaya in which he claimed that the Virgin Mary gave birth 
to Jesus like any other woman.13 The naval captain Andrés López claimed (in 1566) 
that “Saint Catherine was an adulterous whore, and Saint Magdalene, a dyke.”14 
Friar Joan Díaz, the guardian of the Franciscan monastery of Pátzcuaro in 1605, 
thought that “the guardian of Naples and definidor (regional superior) of the 
Roman province was Cardinal Matteo’s lover and the cardinal was his bitch and 
that the Cardinal had given him the position as guardian because he was so hand-
some.”15 Others had more mundane ideas. The ecclesiastical court accused Alonso 
Gómez of blasphemy in 1563 in Pátzcuaro. His crime was that he had traveled 
from Michoacán to Mexico City, where he said he “rode a horse in Mexico with-
out a bit and that he had gotten the horse to stop like a seraphim, to which the wit-
ness asked, ‘How do seraphims stop?’” Alonso Gómez replied that “it was simply 
a manner of speaking.”16 In 1561 in Ensamala, in the tierra caliente, the diocesan 
court accused a rancher named Hernando de Coca for blasphemy. While eating a 
spicy stew he had casually remarked that it “had a chile sauce as red as the blood 
of Christ.”17 He had only thought to compare the sacred with the ordinary. In 1569, 
a Spanish rancher named Pedro de Ávila of Tangancícuaro found his servants’ 
request to attend an Ash Wednesday mass to be ridiculous. He told them “to go 
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down to the river which passed by his ranch and bring back a lot of willows and 
burn them and from them they could make ash which he would apply to their fore-
heads.”18 Such a naturalistic approach seemed easy enough, but inquisitors were 
not satisfied, since it rejected the liturgical tradition of burning the palm fronds 
blessed on the previous year’s Palm Sunday to make the ashes. Such everyday asso-
ciations of the lurid and natural with the sacred were ubiquitous in Michoacán and 
serve, stylistically, to reiterate the prosaic nature of global Catholicism.

I begin my tale in 1521 with the first contact between Spaniards and Purépecha. 
Chapter 1 examines the sketchy military-spiritual conquest and colonization of 
Michoacán from 1521 to 1538. The main goal of the Spaniards was, theoretically, to 
claim the region for the Crown. More plainly, their goal was to get rich. The early 
period of conquest and colonialization set the tone for decades to come. The 
Crown quickly divided much of Michoacán’s best lands into encomiendas.19 The 
encomenderos came to wield outsized political and economic power in the re-
gion.20 In 1529, a high court (Audiencia) with known antipathy to Hernán Cor-
tés ruled New Spain.21 The court’s president, Nuño de Guzmán, led a notoriously 
violent campaign of conquest of New Galicia (modern-day Jalisco); en route, he 
blazed a fiery trail through Michoacán, executing Tzintzincha Tangaxoan, the last 
independent caltzontzin of Michoacán, in 1530.22 The initial contact period in Mi-
choacán set the stage for the political culture of the region. Between 1521 and the 
early 1530s, the region was home to only the occasional priest and itinerant friar. In 
May 1522, Pope Adrian VI issued a series of bulls, known as the Omnimoda, that 
empowered Franciscans with privileges ordinarily restricted to the parish clergy—
the construction of churches and celebration of the mass, marriage, and confes-
sion. The mendicant missionaries, in turn, claimed that the American mission 
needed a special, zealous kind of priest—a friar.23 In due course, Franciscans, in 
1525, and Augustinians, in 1537, established the first residential Catholic presence 
in Michoacán, forming a bulwark against attempts at diocesan centralization.24

Chapter 2 examines the spiritual conquest of Michoacán, which was fitful and 
corporatist.25 Rather than a centralized religious program, or even a unified mis-
sionary expansion, the earliest stages of Christianization in Michoacán engendered 
bitter factional feuds. Analyzing the topic through the lens of the disputes between 
friars and diocesan powers, the chapter covers the years 1538 to 1565. A lawyer 
and former court judge, Vasco de Quiroga, became bishop of Michoacán at the 
beginning of this period, and a vicious struggle for political supremacy erupted. 
Quiroga sought to rein in the corporate powers of the friars while simultaneously 
taking aim at the social and economic power of the encomenderos. It did not end 
well, and Michoacán became ground zero of the battle for the soul of Mexican 
Catholicism. Ideologically, the friar-mendicants promoted an idealized mission 
project focused on Christianizing the indigenous population without oversight of 
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bishops or any parish priests. Quiroga was having none of this, and the mendicants 
dug in their heels. Franciscans and Augustinians enjoyed economic support from 
the region’s encomenderos and the indigenous elite. The bishop was the agent of 
the Crown, sent to centralize the region under a firm imperial grasp. The bishop’s 
supporters became, in turn, armed partisans. In 1561, under the tutelage of Don 
Diego Pérez Gordillo, a priest and cathedral canon, the bishop’s partisans torched 
the Augustinian monastery of Tlazazalca as punishment for refusing to obey Qui-
roga’s reform.26 The rivalry between bishop and friar smoldered for decades.

These two initial chapters set the stage for a region perennially unfriendly to 
centralized rule. Chapter 3 tells the story of an Inquisition that did not frighten 
anyone. Much recent scholarship has shown that the Inquisition was much less 
effective in its repression than the old stereotype presumed.27 Yet the popular 
imagination and even some modern scholarship continue to see the Inquisition 
as an institution of omnipotent power, or capable of harnessing sociological para-
noia and cultural hatreds for religious and cultural minorities.28 How did Spanish 
residents—the judicial subjects of the inquisitional court—react to this suppos-
edly omnipotent apparatus? Yes, the inquisitional court had the power to arrest, 
imprison, punish, and even torture suspects. But in that respect, the Inquisition 
functioned like other criminal courts of the early modern Hispanic world.

Chapter 3 thus examines the widespread resentment and mockery of inquisi-
tional attempts to impose social control. For example, diocesan officials threat-
ened the wealthy encomendero Pedro Muñoz with legal action in 1569 for refus-
ing to pay the tithe. When told he would be excommunicated if he did not pay up, 
he told the church officials that he would “shit on the excommunication order.”29 
The local inquisitor was not amused, but the rancher suffered no long-term con-
sequences for this response. If Spanish residents mocked the Inquisition, how did 
inquisitional agents understand their role as defenders of orthodoxy? Their goals 
appear to be largely financial. Don Pedro de Yepes, a cathedral treasurer, was the 
diocesan inquisitor from 1569 to 1571. He made a fortune on land speculation and 
real estate.30

Chapter 4 describes a judicial theater of the absurd in which the Mexican In-
quisition could not even seat its own agent in the province. A centralized Inqui-
sition took office in Mexico City in November 1571, voiding the claims of inquisi-
tional power by the bishop of Michoacán. The new inquisitor general dispatched 
a deputy, the law professor Cristóbal de Badillo, to Michoacán to establish order. 
It was a farce. The cathedral canons opposed his installment, assaulting the new 
inquisitional deputy both physically and legally. These expressions of masculine 
public power functioned as variations on the semiotics of power.31 Thus expres-
sions of violence in the public sphere were often about the most ordinary slights. 
A lawyer refuses to don his bonnet; a priest deliberately sits in the presence of a 
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presumed social superior. While much of the rivalry between friars and diocesan 
priests in Chapter 2 centers on questions of ecclesiological power, the politics of 
everyday masculine violence detailed in Chapter 4 was often an expression of this 
most quotidian semiotics of power.

Chapter 5 offers a case study of a quintessential region of refuge from the norms 
of royal oversight. Colima, located in the far west and southwest of Michoacán, 
was a province within a province. It also was a good place to escape the law, murder 
one’s rivals, or start a secret cult. Geographically and topographically remote, with 
its principal city 120 miles south of the government of New Galicia in Guadalajara, 
Colima was nonetheless subject to Mexico City, which was 500 miles away. It was 
therefore an excellent place to escape governmental authority. Simultaneously, 
however, Colima’s residents found themselves cut off from practical attempts to 
appeal abuse of local power: since the court of appeal was in Mexico City, any 
journey to make such an appeal would be arduous and costly. Thugs and criminals 
ruled Colima at the local level. How could a region nominally under the rule of 
royal law become a sort of outpost of criminal governance? The region was home 
to a vast plantation economy (in cacao and later coconut) as well as some of New 
Spain’s most coveted encomiendas.32 The outsized wealth from the plantation sys-
tem combined with isolation to produce a culture of impunity. A long, illustrious 
series of criminals and scammers held the office of alcalde, or town magistrate, in 
the region; they were famed as drunken womanizers through the end of the six-
teenth century.

Chapter 6 recounts another part of the saga: the tale of the caudillo-priest 
Diego de Orduña. In 1583, Badillo’s career in Michoacán ended when the bishop 
exiled him for assaulting another priest, and Badillo fled to Spain to seek legal 
redress. Orduña stepped into the jurisdictional vacuum and applied to become 
the inquisitional deputy of Michoacán’s capital city. In 1592, he succeeded in be-
coming the inquisitional deputy.33 Then, in 1598, Mexico’s Audiencia condemned 
Orduña for an elaborate theft of indigenous lands and dispatched a royal inspector 
to seize his ranch and livestock. When the royal judge arrived, Orduña attempted 
to have him murdered, mocking him and calling him a calabaza, or “squash,” an 
insult implying arrogance.34 The Mexican Inquisition voided the judgment against 
Orduña, and he remained in office for nearly two more decades, until his prob-
able death in 1616.

How could a man who was both an ordained priest and a felon with mul-
tiple offenses establish himself in Michoacán as the province’s most influential 
and powerful churchman? Chapter 6 examines the concept of caudillo-priests. A 
caudillo today is usually associated with Latin American strongmen, such as the 
nineteenth-century Argentine dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas.35 Yet even as early 
as 1602, court cases in Mexico show, the term was used to refer to a man who com-
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manded a private militia and who looked to the maintenance of his clients in the 
patron-client relationship.36 Local factotums, priests even, mocked the royal mo-
nopoly on military force.

The book’s conclusion reflects on the state of Michoacán’s church in the 1620s. 
The Franciscan monastery of Valladolid, built as an affront to Quiroga’s Pátzcuaro 
project, was falling down, and the Franciscans had to plead for a massive loan to 
restore it.37 The new inquisitional agent made a tour of the region only to discover 
that most places not only had no resident priest but had never seen an agent of 
the Inquisition.38 Armed bandits who worked for caudillo-ranchers assaulted the 
inquisitional mailmen in order to destroy evidence.39 Spanish citizens were eating 
hallucinogenic mushrooms and peyote in open defiance of the law.40

(Un)Making Empire

The story of decentralized power in Michoacán offers a finely grained case study 
of the complexities of making church and empire at the ground level. Even though 
Philip II had a “grand strategy” (which, ahem, did not turn out very well), or if 
a grand vision of empire existed in royal courts, personal gain, not love of king, 
motivated prosaic agents of colonialism, who were emboldened by the lack of 
oversight, and deeply committed to their own corporate memberships.41 The king 
dispensed justice and ruled as the defender of Christendom while defending rights 
of the citizenry. By the time Cortés arrived in Mexico in 1519, the Spanish Crown 
was united under Charles V, a Hapsburg, and the old Castilian kingdom had be-
come a truly global empire.42 The Crown presumably owned a monopoly on jus-
tice—meaning the resolution of legal disputes—but it drew its power as a rep-
resentative of the collective interests of the citizenry.43 When the Crown flouted 
the will of the citizenry, armed revolt occurred, as in the comunero revolt of 1520, 
effectively demonstrating the limits of royal authority.44 The establishment of a 
viceregal system in Mexico in 1535 after fourteen years of political chaos following 
Cortés’s spectacular defeat of Tenochtitlan was subject to such exigencies.45

What were the aspirations and goals of the Spaniards involved in the various 
themes analyzed in this book? What motivated them to travel to or live in Michoa-
cán? Did letrados—the legally trained royal functionaries assigned to the region 
to enforce royal law—and other magistrates have a fully articulated understand-
ing of empire? How interested in colonial hegemony were the encomenderos? Did 
friar-missionaries support Spanish globalism? Did bishops and parish priests want 
to centralize colonial power? And did the Inquisition succeed in imposing its ver-
sion of cultural-ideological order? Such are perennial questions of political theory. 
There is a state, a king, or an empire. For most people the concept of a state that 
oversees their lives is vague. In western Mexico in the sixteenth century, no one 
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ever saw the king, and rarely, if ever, the viceroy. Why do people go along with the 
system when they have such a tenuous connection to the state itself ? People agree, 
usually unconsciously, to support the state apparatus in the most banal and ordi-
nary ways. Answering questions about the motives of colonial representatives and 
royal subjects means examining their public lives and personal attitudes.

How did letrados effect the royal legal system in local, rural settings?46 Magis-
trates (alcaldes and corregidores) were the direct representatives of the royal legal 
system and acted as judges of first instance.47 Appeals thus could be sent to a royal 
court (Audiencia)—in the case of Michoacán, the one in Mexico City. Magistrates 
were supposed to enforce imperial rule, but, in practice, to be adapted to local cir-
cumstances, the application of law required flexibility.48

What were the goals of encomenderos? In a word—wealth. Empire was an 
instrument for enrichment through channels of conquest and the spoils of war. 
The Spanish Crown dispensed grants of labor drafts to encomenderos after the 
political-military conquest of Mexico and Michoacán. This practice continued the 
centuries-long tradition of the Reconquest in which private armies fought wars 
of conquest for Iberian kings. Victory ensured social promotion, titles, and lands. 
Theoretically, the encomenderos were to oversee the doctrinal conversion of in-
digenous peoples and act as Catholic models of behavior.49 Yet the encomende-
ros of Michoacán had a complicated relationship to Catholicism. They were often 
irreverent but often supported missionary-building projects in Michoacán as a 
method of political diversification.

How did the Christianization program proceed? Why was Catholicism in Mi-
choacán so variegated? Answering these questions means examining the fractured 
loyalties that derived from two conflicting versions of Catholicism: one based on 
friar-missionary complexes and a second overseen by a strong bishop and loyal 
parish priest class. Michoacán’s Catholicism was born out of a primal struggle be-
tween these two visions of the Church.50 The mendicant church answered to Rome 
and its corporate overseers in Spain. The diocesan church answered to the Spanish 
Crown, which controlled the institutional Catholic Church in Mexico through its 
system of royal patronage (real patronato). This system prohibited direct commu-
nication between the Mexican Church and the hierarchy in Rome; it also allowed 
the Crown to appoint bishops and archbishops with perfunctory approval from 
Rome.51 The Church in the Americas answered only indirectly to the pope; the 
Crown placed the Council of the Indies as the direct intermediary between Span-
ish America and Rome.52 This created a religious sociology of layered and overlap-
ping jurisdictions and claims to authority.

What did inquisitional agents hope to achieve in Michoacán? Theoretically, 
their charge was to police the Spanish population’s beliefs and religious behav-
ior, but inquisitional agents found that a lot of Catholics did not like being told 
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what to do. The Inquisition acted as the enforcer of orthodoxy and social ortho-
praxis throughout the Spanish Empire. And here, too, the Inquisition was a pawn 
of the royal state. In the 1470s, the Catholic Monarchs extracted privileges from 
the papacy that allowed the Spanish Crown to appoint and oversee its Inquisition 
and inquisitors; only in theory did the pope have any say in the operation of the 
institution.53 By extension, the Spanish Crown oversaw the appointment of bish-
ops in New Spain, who from the 1520s through the 1560s oversaw a series of dio-
cesan Inquisitions. In 1569, the Spanish Crown revised this system and created a 
central Mexican Inquisition under the direct purview of the Crown.54

How did ordinary Spanish residents react to this system of cultural and ideo-
logical control? This study analyzes the inquisitional prosecutions and investiga-
tions of Spanish residents of Michoacán in the period, stories that unfold in all 
their insolent glory. The idyllic and utopian visions of Michoacán as a pristine 
and unspoiled paradise ripe for easy Christianization provide a clear contrast with 
the “elemental, instinctive materialism” of rural peoples, both encomendero and 
rancher.55 By analyzing the mentalities of those targeted by the Inquisition in Mi-
choacán one can appreciate the nuances of early modern Catholicism in a rural 
area—and the inability of the Inquisition to impose social discipline. So, too, do 
the political lives of inquisitional agents elaborate the human element of a presum-
ably repressive institution.56 These “agents of orthodoxy” adapted to and profited 
from local politics even when their orthodoxy was questionable.57

The biographies of the varied and often bizarre individuals who made up the 
Spanish order in Michoacán elucidate the humanity of empire. To that end, this 
book does not presume to explain the theories of empire imposed from above—
from pope, Crown, inquisitor general, or viceroy. Instead, the focus here is on the 
practical, the lived, the experiential, and banal.58 Yes, royal law existed in large 
tomes, such as the Leyes de Toro, Fuero Real, Siete Partidas, and Digest. The De-
cretum and the Decretales explain Catholic, ecclesial law. Inquisitional manuals, 
including the Directorium Inquisitorum, instructed inquisitional agents on how to 
pursue cases. But one cannot find extensive discussion of these codes in Colima, 
Pamatácuaro, or Apatzingán, because few people in Michoacán owned these 
books. In fact, sixteenth-century New Spain in general encountered a chronic 
shortage of such books, and local officials rarely possessed even a single printed 
law code.59 The argument in the ensuing pages relies on a reading of more than one 
hundred inquisitional trials and hundreds of testimonies in civil lawsuits and land 
disputes, as well as voluminous official and officious correspondence. In only a 
small handful of cases, as in Quiroga’s lawsuits against the Augustinians, did cita-
tion of law even occur. By following how individual actors interpreted empire in 
customary, practical ways, this book elucidates how ordinary Spaniards effected 
ground-level rule.
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Outposts of Empire

Some of the still highly readable and influential scholars from a much earlier gen-
eration have shown that logistical complications characterized Spanish imperial 
projects at local levels.60 Recent scholarship on colonialism and empire has em-
phasized themes such as negotiated empires, the limited influence of empire on 
frontier regions, the ethno-political variegation of new conquest history, and the 
persistence of indigenous culture.61 With these traditions in mind, this book looks 
to the “ambivalent conquests,” political and religious, of western Mexico even as 
they were begun by the agents who had been sent to undertake them.62 Thus it 
offers a cultural interpretation of political and religious violence.63

The stakes in Michoacán were high for a variety of reasons. It was the first large-
scale attempt by the Spanish Crown to expand imperial power out of the core re-
gion of central Mexico. Michoacán had incredible wealth—a large, dense popu-
lation for labor exploitation; extensive mining deposits (copper, silver, and gold); 
and a fertile landscape for agricultural and livestock development. The region was 
strategically important: if the Spanish could dominate the region, they could settle 
it and employ it as a locus of power from which to expand ever northward into the 
Chichimec frontier.64

Given the high economic and political stakes in securing Michoacán, the effort 
at colonial hegemony was remarkably haphazard. For example, in 1570, some 200 
Spanish families lived in Valladolid and Pátzcuaro, in a region which still counted 
in the central Tarascan Plateau (or meseta tarasca) close to 100,000 indigenous 
residents.65 These colonial agents and families represented a simulated hegemony. 
Colonial representatives were all too human; theoretically, they represented an 
imperial project, but in practice they sought advantage where they found it. Schol-
ars have written reams on the men in the high ranks of empire—king, viceroy, con-
quistador, inquisitor—but little about these provincial agents.66 Likewise, there is 
a full historiography regarding indigenous contestations of imperial authority.67 
This study builds on such work by reconstructing the history of Spaniards who 
were charged with implementing royal justice in a largely rural, frontier, and pro-
vincial region.

These local imperial agents were all subaltern to the upper echelons of power—
king, viceroy, royal judge, archbishop, inquisitor general. Yet in their local setting, 
for all practical purposes they were the Crown, Church and Inquisition.68 The ar-
gument of this book calls attention to the political, cultural, personal, and ideo-
logical diversity of royal representatives. New scholarship on the Americas has 
reoriented our understanding of a presumably top-down Spanish sociopolitical 
conquest,69 showing that in reality, the Spanish conquest was semi-privatized, in-
complete, multidirectional, and composed of multiethnic alliances.70 Indigenous 
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peoples of Mexico operated less as oppressed and conquered victims and more 
as shrewd and self-interested operatives involved in a complex process of mitiga-
tion.71 By contrast, we know little about the more prosaic Spaniards who benefited 
from representing imperial rule; in the account that follows I aim to rectify that 
situation.72

In this book I also engage five themes about conquest, colonialism, and im-
perial aspirations. First, I consider the theoretical construction of regions of 
refuge. Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán conceived regions with topography hostile to the 
intrusions of state power as zones of refuge, where indigenous peoples and es-
caped slaves fled the authoritarian or colonial pretentious of empire.73 I invert the 
model to interrogate the extent to which agents of the empire tasked with impos-
ing state power fled the royal oversight of their local power.

Second, I examine the efforts to impose Catholic social orthodoxy in Michoa-
cán. Landowners, settlers, traders, priests, and bureaucrats were freewheeling in 
their behavior and attitudes toward orthodox Catholicism. Inquisitional inves-
tigations reveal the extent of Spanish hostility to the Inquisition’s conservatism 
and the venality of its own agents. While some see in the Inquisition a precursor 
to modern totalitarianism, this book analyzes the limited nature of inquisitional 
power in Michoacán.74

A third consideration of everyday empire is the extent to which the Spanish 
Crown struggled to maintain a monopoly on coercive power. Michoacán’s royal 
agents asserted particularist authority. Even the earliest colonial efforts in Michoa-
cán were expressions of a type of caudillo rule, or rule by individual strongmen. 
Michoacán’s most notorious conquistador, Nuño de Guzmán, clearly sought out 
the conquest of Michoacán for pure and simple spoils. But what were the goals of 
later colonial agents? To what extent did the Crown succeed in maintaining that 
monopoly on force? And how did the corporations—mendicant orders, the cathe-
dral chapter, plantation owners—respond to assertions of might in the region? My 
analysis focuses on local representatives of royal interests and how they operated 
as local power brokers within the theoretical orbit of the Crown.

Fourth, Michoacán historiography has tended to describe the region as a kind 
of terrestrial paradise. In this interpretation Quiroga was a beloved father figure 
who oversaw a utopian ordering of indigenous communities.75 I examine instead 
how Quiroga undertook his Edenic mission and sociopolitical utopian system. 
Rather than offer hagiography, I scrutinize the granular, local struggles between 
Quiroga’s regalist view of the Church and the mendicant ideal.

Fifth, I engage the history of colonial political authority by generally rejecting 
the Black Legend, or the depiction of the Spanish Empire as an especially egre-
gious form of imperialism. Although a generation of historians has now demon-
strated the limits of colonial rule in Latin America, few have challenged the as-
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sumption that the royal state and the institutional Church colluded to produce a 
powerful Catholicism that crushed heterodoxy, punished cultural difference, and 
ruined indigenous worlds. I thus ask whether the Crown-Church alliance pro-
duced effective regulation of everyday life in Michoacán.76

The following chapters lay out in stark relief the everyday negotiation of em-
pire. There was spectacular personalism in this project, a collective middle fin-
ger for officialdom. In place of sobriety one finds mockery of order, insult to the 
dignity of law, and uproariously sarcastic contempt for decorum. I tell the story 
of the lives of ranchers, priests, lawyers, missionaries, land speculators, judges, 
murderers, rapists, drunks, scammers, thieves, saints, sinners, and everyone in 
between. Stylistically, I evoke the mood of the region, adding layer upon layer of 
improbability. Their stories remain all too human; their home was Michoacán, a 
mordant simulacrum of empire.



Chapter 1

The Conquest of Michoacán,  
Paradise’s Lost and Found

Setting: Tancítaro, Taximaroa, Tzintzuntzan
Years: 1521–1538

On 14 February 1530, Nuño de Guzmán, president of Mexico’s First Audiencia, 
ordered the execution of Michoacán’s hereditary king, Tzintzincha Tangaxoan, the 
caltzontzin. The charges were treason, human sacrifice, idolatry, and sodomy. The 
real reason Guzmán had him killed was that he stood in the way of westward colo-
nial expansion and led stubborn indigenous resistance to Spanish land and labor 
claims in Michoacán. A villain of Mexican history, Guzmán personified the earliest 
royal officials of the region—personalist and drastic.

Guzmán has been one of the single most reviled conquistadors in the popu-
lar imaginary. Juan O’Gorman’s 1941 mural depicting the conquest of Michoacán, 
painted in Pátzcuaro’s public library, succinctly expresses the revulsion for Guz-
mán felt by later generations.1 Scholars also depict Guzmán as particularly vicious, 
starting with his days as a slaver in Pánuco in the 1520s.2 The venerable historian 
Leslie Byrd Simpson described the conquistador as “one of those rare characters 
whose exclusive function seems to have been that of destroyer . . . [and whose] 
capacity for hatred was only equaled by an apparent delight in sadistical orgies of 
burning, torture and destruction.”3 Against this image of barbarity, historians and 
muralists found a convenient foil in Michoacán’s first bishop, Vasco de Quiroga, 
whom they depicted as a benevolent humanist—faithful to study of the classics 
but also dedicated to the idealized betterment of indigenous communities.4

The trial and execution of the caltzontzin represented a crucial turning point in 
Michoacán’s political culture. Although Spanish expeditions had made tentative 
contact with the Purépecha kingdom as early as 1521, Spanish efforts at military 
conquest and spiritual conversion in Michoacán had been itinerant in the 1520s. In 
1533, the Crown formally recognized the central part of Michoacán, in and around 
Pátzcuaro and Valladolid, as part of New Spain.5 In 1538, the region was organized 



16 Promiscuous Power

as a diocese of the Catholic Church. By this time any hope among the Purépe-
cha that Michoacán could remain an independent indigenous federation had van-
ished. Accordingly, Guzmán’s actions set the tone for the development of political 
and religious culture in Spanish Michoacán as particular and corporatist. The first 
practical Spanish rulers were not judges, magistrates, bishops, priests, or inquisi-
tors. They were planters, ranchers, and friar-missionaries.

Guzmán and his allies—dozens of Spanish horsemen and thousands of indige-
nous forces—swept through Michoacán with furious, terrible violence. The terror 
he inflicted on Michoacán through an especially cruel form of warfare, in which 

Figure 1. 1.  Juan O’Gorman, mural in Pátzcuaro public library, 1941. Photo by Ernesto 
Perales Soto (2006), Creative Commons license, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki 
/File:242292072_ab49824e72_b.jpg.



Map 1. 1. Michoacán in the sixteenth century, by Abraham Kaleo Parrish and Hannah Calich.



18 Promiscuous Power

Michoacán’s elites often sacrificed their own subjects for fear that Guzmán would 
enslave them, is well known. It presaged his invasion of New Galicia and the spec-
tacularly vicious Mixtón War, where even Guzmán’s indigenous forces engaged in 
human sacrifice and cannibalism.6

Guzmán’s invasion of Michoacán and concomitant execution of the caltzon-
tzin illustrate the early stages of conquest and imperial rule on multiple levels. 
First, these events traumatized Purépecha society. Although the indigenous resi-
dents were accustomed to warfare, the scale of Guzmán’s brutality must have 
been shocking. Furthermore, Guzmán departed without establishing any lasting 
form of governance, leaving the region in literal and sociopolitical ruins. After the 
trauma of 1530, Spanish incursions in the region let up, and a semblance of gov-
erning order emerged. Taking office in 1535, New Spain’s first viceroy, Antonio de 
Mendoza, was eager to assert a peaceable transition of authority to a royal system 
of governance, but it proved difficult given that the region had experienced wars, 
territorial divisions, and encomendero predation for fourteen years without royal 
or viceregal oversight.7

Guzmán’s entrada and assassination of the caltzontzin opened the door to 
a corporatist and privatized form of governance. No residential magistrate was 
vested in these early years; a magistrate (corregidor) was assigned to Tzintzuntzan 
in 1529, though there is no evidence that a regularly installed residential magistrate 
oversaw the city of Michoacán before the 1540s.8 Guzmán’s bloody actions also set 
the stage for a coercive form of evangelization, even if it was undertaken by cor-
porations presumably opposed to conversion by the sword—Franciscan and then 
later Augustinian friars. Ultimately, these first seventeen years established Span-
ish Michoacán as a region where private interests dictated imperial efforts in the 
wake of political violence, and where corporatist rivalries and alliances of cynical 
convenience dominated the political landscape.

Decentralized Central Rule, No Home Office

From 1521 to 1538, Spanish colonization of Michoacán developed against the back-
drop of a sparse Christianization project, expansive encomendero wealth, and a 
small number of residential royal officials. An itinerant string of royal inspectors 
traveled to Michoacán, and many of them arrested their predecessors on charges 
of abuse of authority. The province’s capital (first Tzintzuntzan and then Pátz-
cuaro) had its first residential magistrate in October 1536.9 Evidence of judicial ac-
tivity by a resident magistrate did not occur until 1542.10

Encomenderos formed the most politically powerful group of Spanish resi-
dents in the 1520s in Michoacán. They developed a well-deserved reputation for 
flouting the normal rules of Catholic decorum. But by the 1530s, they also began 



The Conquest of Michoacán 19

to forge a calculated political relationship with the Franciscans and Augustinians 
in efforts to solidify their cultural and economic power against royal and diocesan 
oversight. In 1525, the Franciscans became the first Catholic religious to reside in 
Michoacán. They had been dispatched from Mexico City, where they had already 
established a missionary presence. In Michoacán they claimed special status as the 
Crown’s favored agents of evangelization. In May 1522, Pope Adrian VI issued the 
bull Exponi nobis fecisti, known also as the Omnimoda, which gave the Franciscans 
(and, later, the Augustinians) the right to engage in activities normally under the 
purview of a bishop—to build friary-churches, to hear confession, to celebrate the 
mass, and to perform weddings.11 The friars relied on the bull as legal precedent 
and customary proof that they had free reign to act without oversight of diocesan 
power.

Michoacán became a region of refuge from global imperial oversight. Neither 
of the twin pillars of Spanish global expansion—the Crown or the Catholic 
Church—was represented in the first seventeen years of Spanish presence there. 
Instead, state and church were only present in corporate entities—in the form of 
encomenderos and mendicants, respectively. The only royal officials in Michoacán 
in the 1520s and 1530s were a series of royal inspectors (visitadores). Encomiendas 
formed the socioeconomic backbone of the Spanish project. In religious terms, the 
province was home to no parish priests, and only to a couple of Franciscan friars 
prior to 1537, when Augustinians arrived. It was not until the summer of 1538 that a 
bishop arrived to oversee the Church. The foundations of Michoacán’s missionary 
project were moored entirely in the Franciscan and Augustinian orders.

A detailed portrait of how the colonial project played out in its earliest years 
enumerates the decentralized politics of the region. On the eve of Spanish contact, 
the ethno-geographic world of Michoacán was variegated. Encomendero wealth 
fostered distrust of external authority, setting up a constitutional disregard for 
imperial monopolies of force and for religious programs of social discipline. The 
earliest forms of spiritual conquest were punitive: militias strove not to Christian-
ize the indigenous population, but to extirpate the pre-Hispanic religious culture. 
The region ceased to be (if it ever was) idyllic once these extirpation campaigns 
arrived.

Michoacán was strategically important for the early colonial project in Mexico. 
Cortés’s hold on power in central Mexico was tenuous after the fall of Tenochti-
tlan. The Spanish Crown viewed westward and northward expansion as useful for 
its broader imperial designs on Mesoamerica. Yet the privatized and caudillo style 
of conquest of Michoacán meant that the Crown never had a firm control over the 
conquistadors, encomenderos, or missionaries of the region. These early specula-
tors successfully established a pattern of political, economic, and martial power 
only theoretically overseen by the Crown.
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The Tarascan Federation

Most of what became the province of Michoacán of New Spain belonged to a loose 
federation of ethnic groups, often called the Tarascan Federation, that, ethno-
linguistically, were predominantly Purépecha. The region had a hereditary mon-
arch, which in Nahuatl was called a caltzontzin and in Purépecha an irecha. It 
was centered in the mountainous plateau west and northwest of today’s More-
lia, the meseta tarasca, with Tzintzuntzan as its capital.12 Subject regions in Mo-
tines, Colima, and Tuxpan fell within the orbit of Purépecha rule, paying tribute 
in cotton, copper, maize, turkeys, and pottery. The Mexica had never subjugated 
the region, and as such the Purépecha enjoyed relative political autonomy from 
Nahua states.13 The region is topographically diverse and at contact presented a 
bewildering array of ethnic groups and linguistic clusters. To the east nearing the 
border of Mexico one found a mixture of Purépechas, Otomíes, Matlatzincas, and 
Nahuas.14 To the north, in today’s Guanajuato and the northern part of Michoacán 
state, were a mixture of various Chichimec groups. The southwestern section of 
the province of Michoacán, in Zapotlan and Tuxpan, was ethnographically elusive. 
Colima and Tuxpan-Zapotlan appear to have been outposts of Nahuatl-speaking 
groups.15 This western region had never been subjected to Purépecha rule prior to 
Spanish-indigenous contact, so Purépecha was not used.16 Nahuatl was probably 
introduced as a lingua franca after the conquest.17

This ethno-geographic complexity provided the backdrop to a region that 
proved difficult to govern. Regional micro-cultures—often separated by moun-
tains or rivers—jurisdictional overlap, and ethno-linguistic confusion character-
ized the province. One finds deserts dry enough to produce mummies in Guana-
juato, whereas in Colima, the lush tropical heat produces growth on top of growth, 
and summer thunderstorms rip through with terrifying ferocity. Rivers come rag-
ing down the mountains so intense and full of caimans that they become impass-
able even by canoe. Much of the tierra caliente lies below 1,000 feet above sea level, 
but with steep rises to the mountainous plateaus. The meseta tarasca lies high in 
an area of pine forest that is impossibly green. Alonso de la Rea compared Mi-
choacán to legendary Trinacria (Sicily) of the Odyssey, ancient Italy’s most abun-
dant region.18 The Augustinian chronicler Matías de Escobar called Michoacán the 
American Thebaida, the birthplace of Augustine, and as fertile as Italy for its ar-
ray of produce—avocados, membrillos, zapotes, European-introduced limes and 
lemons, and apricots and peaches.19

While the Spanish laity saw the region as topographically ideal, missionaries 
viewed the religious cosmology as essentially satanic. The Purépecha practiced 
a polytheistic religion that included ritual human sacrifice, which was common 
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throughout Mesoamerica. The principal deity was Curicaueri, who was repre-
sented as a massive stone figure in the ritual complex of Zacapu. The high priest 
overseeing the cult was called the curicaneri. So powerful and central to the Puré-
pecha cosmology was the priest caste that even the caltzontzin prostrated himself 
before the curicaneri when he led a major annual pilgrimage from Tzintzuntzan to 
Zacapu to pay respects to the god—and make a human sacrifice.20

Franciscan and Augustinian missionaries viewed the ritual practices and poly-
theism with both horror and respect. Although De la Rea saw the idolatry in nega-
tive terms, he also considered the Purépecha to be naturally inclined to respect for 
authority and social hierarchy. Escobar praised the complex social value of ritual 
observance as the reason why the Purépecha were later among the best Catholics 
of the New World: “I say, in fact, that the Tarascans are ceremonious and as a re-
sult careful in their reverence; . . . thus today they are very reverent and serious 
in the [Christian] law which they profess; their churches are the best served and 
decorated in the Western Hemisphere.”21 The Purépecha occupied the collective 
missionary conscience as peaceable and controllable, ideal Christians, even when 
these memories came centuries later.22

Figure 1.2. View of Lake Pátzcuaro from the ruins of the Purépecha ritual complex 
in Tzintzuntzan. Photo by Thelmadatter (2009), Creative Commons license, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Tzintzuntzan,_Michoac%C3%A1n#/media 
/File:VwPalB2.JPG.
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The Conquest and Non- Christianization  
of Michoacán, 1522–1529

Spiritual and military conquests were slow to come to Michoacán. These two 
strands of conquest were closely linked, with evangelization wed to military vio-
lence. Priests accompanied early expeditions, and later, in 1525, Franciscan friars 
began to establish a tenuous presence. Because Michoacán was never a tributary 
of the Mexica Federation, the Purépecha leaders saw a chance to curry favor with 
Cortés and the Spanish Crown. Indigenous military resistance to the Spanish was 
fitful at best. Spanish contact with Michoacán began in 1521. Conquistador and 
Cortés ally Antón Caicedo led the first expedition, arriving in Tzintzuntzan in the 
fall of 1521. Later, a Spanish expeditionary force, sometime in 1522, made brief con-
tacts with Otomí border guards along the Tarascan-Mexica frontier.23

Early depictions of the initial contacts are not definitive. The Relación de Mi-
choacán, composed between 1539 and 1541 on the orders of Viceroy Antonio de 
Mendoza, tells of two Spaniards arriving in Taximaroa on the festival of Pureco-
raqua, 23 February (presumably in 1521).24 The Relación de Michoacán, the oldest 
illustrated manuscript chronicling pre-contact Michoacán, is a compilation of 
indigenous descriptions and witness statements of the history of the Purépecha 
world before contact and of the subsequent political fallout from Spanish con-
quest and the execution of the caltzontzin. Franciscan Jerónimo de Alcalá man-
aged the project, but as with all such manuscripts, the collaboration of indigenous 
scribes, authors, and witnesses was central to its production.25

The first ideological exchange of Spanish Empire with Michoacán occurred 
with an expedition led by Cristóbal de Olid, who had once been a loyal lieutenant 
of Cortés in the conquest of Tenochtitlan. Olid later led an expedition to Hon-
duras, where he declared his independence from Cortés, prompting Cortés’s dis-
astrous Honduran expedition. Olid died during Cortés’s counterinvasion to rein 
in his former protégé.26

Olid traveled to Michoacán with Tlaxcalan auxiliaries, and the caltzontzin, 
Tzintzincha Tangaxoan, dispatched a relative, Don Pedro Cuinerángari, to act as 
his emissary and meet with him in Taximaroa. Olid’s combined forces, which mas-
sively outnumbered Don Pedro’s, arrived in Taximaroa for the meeting on the Pu-
répecha festival of Cahera-cósquaro, 17 July 1522.27 The Spaniards then questioned 
Don Pedro through an interpreter. It remains uncertain if Olid had Don Pedro 
bound or confined or if he provided testimony willingly. It is also unclear which 
language they used, but Olid’s interpreter, Xanaqua, was a Purépecha; he had been 
captured by the Mexica and later given to either Olid or Cortés in Tenochtitlan as 
a war captive. The Relación de Michoacán describes Xanaqua as a nahuatlato (a ge-



Figure 1.3. Spaniards arriving in Michoacán. Illustration in Fray Jerónimo de Alcalá, 
Relación de Michoacán (ca. 1540), Creative Commons license, https://commons.wikimedia 
.org/wiki/File:Relaci%C3%B3n_de_Michoac%C3%A1n_L%C3%A1mina_18.JPG.
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neric term for an indigenous language interpreter) and mentions that he spoke 
the languages of Michoacán (Purépecha) and Mexico (Nahuatl).28 It is unclear, 
however, whether he spoke Spanish. Don Pedro later recounted the event for the 
Relación de Michoacán. According to his testimony, Olid’s forces included about 
two hundred Spaniards.29 Although the number of indigenous auxiliaries in Olid’s 
forces is unknown, seventeenth-century chronicler Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl 
estimated it at thousands. In any case, the encounter between Olid and Don Pedro 
quickly turned violent, developing into an extirpation campaign against the Pu-
répecha religious system.30

Don Pedro’s testimony in the Relación de Michoacán describes the encounter 
as one full of mysterious rituals and swift retribution against the Purépecha gods. 
Olid demanded a series of tribute payments as a peace extortion, and the Spaniards 
celebrated a Catholic mass. Francisco Martín or Pedro Castellano, both horse-
men in Olid’s entourage who may have been secular priests, probably celebrated 
this first mass in Michoacán.31 Don Pedro, observing the priests with their chalice, 
speaking ritual words, concluded that they “must be medical men like ours, since 
they look into the water to see what will happen.”32 Surely the confusion about the 
intent of Spanish visitors changed when the Purépecha began to observe the close 
connection between military expedition and religious evangelization.

Olid’s expedition was typical in its punitive nature. Soon after the Spaniards 
celebrated the first mass of Michoacán in Taximaroa, Olid sent Don Pedro back 
with the presumed mission of negotiating a truce between the caltzontzin and the 
Spanish forces. With his combined Spanish-indigenous armed forces, he then trav-
eled to Tzintzuntzan. Olid’s men rooted out Purépecha stone deities, demolishing, 
in particular, a stone representation of Curita-caheri, a messenger of the gods, or 
possibly referring to Curicaueri, the principal Purépecha god. Olid ordered Puré-
pecha religious ornaments, feathers, and masks to be gathered up and burned.33

Olid’s entrada was a bad sign for the Purépecha ruler. There are conflicting re-
ports about whether or not the caltzontzin fled because he heard that Olid had 
at least temporarily captured and then released Don Pedro, or as a preventative 
defensive measure before Olid and his forces arrived. Don Pedro’s statement, 
as recorded in the Relación de Michoacán, suggests that the caltzontzin fled the 
capital.34 Later statements, however, such as the account of service to the Span-
ish Crown offered by the caltzontzin’s son, Don Antonio Huitziméngari, dispute 
the claim.35 The Purépecha leaders worried about the Spanish presence, however. 
In the summer of 1522, Purépecha rulers massacred eight hundred of their own 
slaves, fearing that in the event of a military-political defeat by Olid’s forces, the 
Spaniards would take the slaves as war captives.36 Shortly after Olid’s entrada it 
became clear to both sides of the conflict that the Purépecha could not defeat the 
combined forces of the Spanish and their Texcocan and Tlaxcaltecan allies. The 
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Spaniards quickly turned their attention to rumors of a vast fortune of gold and 
silver owned by the caltzontzin.

The caltzontzin and other Purépecha elites watched with dismay as the balance 
of power shifted. Conversion to Catholicism in Michoacán among the Purépecha 
elite was a strategy of political survival. Shortly after the skirmishes of 1522, Cor-
tés ordered Don Pedro brought to Mexico City to answer to charges that he was 
an active idolater. He dissimulated, claiming Catholic conversion. He had seen an 
opportunity to remove the caltzontzin from power, and to thereby promote his 
own position within the Purépecha world, he told the Spaniards. If this was true, 
Don Pedro’s gambit failed. The caltzontzin remained the indigenous ruler of Mi-
choacán. But it was clear that the political-military balance was shifting in favor of 
the Spanish. Don Pedro returned to Michoacán and lived in an uneasy truce with 
the caltzontzin.

Missionary Arrival

Following Spanish forays into Michoacán, initial Christianization efforts in the 
region were limited in scope through the 1520s. These first efforts came, ironi-
cally enough, through the Purépecha elites’ embrace of Franciscans. The caltzon-
tzin and Don Pedro traveled to Mexico City in the summer of 1524 to meet with 
the Spanish rulers, and the Purépecha elites deposited several of their sons in the 
newly founded Franciscan friary in Mexico City to receive doctrinal instruction.37 
In what was possibly a traditional Mesoamerican show of respect for the gods of 
a conquering army, the caltzontzin received baptism as a Catholic and was re-
named Francisco (in deference to the Franciscans) in 1525. Franciscan chronicler 
Juan de Torquemada claimed that the caltzontzin then asked the friar Martín de 
Valencia if one of the Franciscan missionaries would accompany him on his re-
turn to Michoacán.38

The caltzontzin’s conversion was probably a political stratagem intended to 
appease Spanish authorities in Mexico City and retain Michoacán as a Purépecha 
kingdom. But the Purépecha leader was a shadow king in 1524. It was unclear if and 
when Michoacán would follow the path of Tenochtitlan and pass to Spanish rule. 
Spanish royal authorities arrested and imprisoned the caltzontzin at least twice in 
1524 and 1525, doubting the sincerity of his political pacifism and Christian con-
version. The royal factor Gonzalo Salazar, the encomendero of Taximaroa, impris-
oned the caltzontzin in the winter of 1525 on charges of idolatry in a ploy to remove 
him from power.39 For reasons that remain unclear, however, the caltzontzin was 
then released from prison and permitted to return to Michoacán.

At this point, the Purépecha elites allied themselves with the Franciscans. It is 
unclear whether the caltzontzin had personally requested Franciscan missionar-
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ies, but he did return to Michoacán in 1525 with the Franciscan Martín de Jesús 
(de Coruña) and one or two other Franciscan friars.40 Friar Martín was one of the 
“apostolic twelve” Franciscans who came to Mexico in 1524 under the leadership of 
Martín de Valencia. When the small group of Franciscans arrived in Tzintzuntzan, 
there were no resident priests—no parish priest resided in the Tarascan highlands 
during the 1520s.

It is also unclear whether any other Franciscan friars had ever been to Tzintzun-
tzan by the time Martín de Jesús arrived in 1525.41 The first Franciscan missionary 
efforts focused on the destruction of indigenous religious iconography.42 Francis-
can chronicler De la Rea described Martín de Jesús as a Moses delivering the popu-
lace from blind idolatry. Rumors claimed that the friar walked Michoacán’s entire 
length and breadth, more than 400 miles by 150 miles.43 Friar Martín also engaged 
the assistance of Purépecha elites when, convinced to do so by the caltzontzin, he 
had the friars and Purépecha commoners erect a small thatch church in Tzintzun-
tzan dedicated to Saint Anne.

Indigenous depictions of the early Franciscan mission diverge considerably 
from those of the Spanish chroniclers. The Relación de Michoacán is the earliest 

Figure 1.4. Ex-Convento de Santa Ana, Tzintzuntzan. Photo by eurimaco (2013), Creative 
Commons license, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Tzintzuntzan#/media 
/File:Ex_Convento_de_Santa_Ana,_Tzintzuntzan_-_panoramio.jpg.
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source. There is considerable debate about the relative knowledge of the Purépe-
cha about the Spanish, the authorship of the Relación, and the question of indige-
nous participation in its production.44 But details slip out from the Relación indi-
cating that the Purépecha were suspicious of the friars. The Purépecha who offered 
information to Jerónimo de Alcalá for the Relación said they initially viewed the 
friars as sorcerers, but when they saw that the friars had no wives, and were not 
interested in silver, they started to believe that they might be true emissaries of 
a god. Out of political circumspection, the witnesses for Alcalá portrayed them-
selves as good, converted Catholics, but their suspicions of the Spaniards were 
clear. The Purépecha witnesses said that in the earliest days of evangelization their 
people had been cautious because the friars wore strange robes. Some Purépecha 
viewed the robes as shrouds that they shed at night; they thought the friars might 
actually be skeletons who traveled to hell at night to visit their wives.45

Surely Michoacán’s first Franciscan mass, which was not a particularly mel-
low affair, did not endear the Purépecha to the friars. Nor, presumably, did any-
one understand anything on either side. The friars had not yet studied Purépecha, 
and the mass would have been celebrated in Latin, possibly with some Spanish or 
Nahuatl explanations. After Friar Martín de Jesús (de Coruña) celebrated the mass 
before the assembled Purépecha and the caltzontzin and his family, he systemati-
cally demolished their religious symbols:

On finishing preaching the word of the Gospel and explaining the true adoration 
the population saw before it, he had to reprove their false sect, demolishing and 
destroying all the temples in Tzintzuntzan. And all their idols of gold and silver 
were gathered up and smashed into pieces and Coruña gathered them up into 
a great heap and tossed them into the lake with the disdain they deserved . . . so 
that everyone would see their gods entombed in the lake. Others he gathered up 
in the plaza and burned them so that the ashes snatched up by the wind would get 
in their eyes so that they would be removed from their blindness and realize the 
trickery of the past and see the truth of the present.46

Such early evangelization efforts placed a premium on the annihilation of religious 
idolatry to pave the way for active Christianization. In many ways, the approach 
mirrored Guzmán’s political strategy, which involved removal of indigenous rule 
even if no permanent Spanish governance was ready to take its place.

The Franciscan presence may have been minimal, but it eagerly sought to ex-
terminate Purépecha iconography. This harsh but diffuse approach proved indica-
tive of Christianization efforts for decades in the region. No more than six Francis-
cans ever resided in Michoacán from 1525 to 1529, and there were never more than 
three resident friars at any given moment. The friars had mastered Purépecha to 
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the point of being able to act as interpreters, but six missionaries for a vast region 
is simply not enough to convert a population.47 Even after the Franciscans estab-
lished their primitive friary in Tzintzuntzan, they abandoned the mission “two or 
three times” in those early years.48

The activities of one other friar in Michoacán, Antonio de Ortiz, presaged the 
temporary end of Franciscan efforts in the region. The Crown, weary of the politi-
cal disorganization of conquistador and treasury official rule in Mexico City, cre-
ated Mexico’s First Audiencia by decree in December 1527. The Audiencia took 
power in 1528 with Nuño de Guzmán as its president.49 The new bishop of Mexico, 
however, the Franciscan Juan de Zumárraga, joined Ortiz as an outspoken critic 
of Guzmán and the Audiencia.50 By 1529, Ortiz had returned from a short stay in 
Michoacán. On Easter Sunday 1529, Ortiz delivered a sermon in Mexico City lam-
basting the Audiencia and its predations. The sermon precipitated a brawl, during 
which an Audiencia judge, with the support of Guzmán, clamored for Ortiz’s re-
moval. A bailiff for the court hauled Ortiz down from the pulpit, and excommuni-
cations and lawsuits ensued.51 Faced with lawsuits over their actions, the Francis-
cans fought back. In an appeal before the Council of the Indies, Zumárraga stated 
that as the Audiencia judge “is not content with constantly defaming the bishops 
and priests of Mexico before the royal court, . . . I beg you to punish him as a calum-
niating slanderer. His vices, his exorbitance, and his poor treatment of the natives 
awoke my zeal to rebuke him.”52 In response to the sermon kerfuffle, as presumed 
political punishment, the Audiencia forbade friars from going to Michoacán.53

Three salient details emerge from the primitive evangelization efforts of the 
1520s in Michoacán. First, the church of Michoacán was from its very beginning 
one of friar-missionaries unmoored from diocesan rule. Second, by 1530, nearly 
a decade after the presumed conquest of Mexico, Michoacán was virtually devoid 
of Catholic presence. Catholicism could only count a thatch church to Saint Anne 
in Tzintzuntzan and presumably some roughly designed adobe chapels in places 
somewhere in Colima or Motines, but no one really knows. Third, the Purépecha 
religion continued to be robust. A royal inspection of the region in 1528 uncov-
ered numerous idols and god-stones, which the inspector ordered demolished.54 If 
one reads the missionary accounts, one might conclude that extirpation had been 
effective. Yet the conversion of Purépecha elites to Catholicism was a political, not 
a spiritual, strategy, and Purépecha religion existed parallel to the fitful introduc-
tion of Christianity in the region by the missionaries.

Encomienda Distribution

Like efforts at spiritual control, land and labor oversight was delegated to pri-
vate interests, in this case, in the form of encomiendas. Michoacán’s encomen-
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deros solidified their political power in the region, laying the foundation for an-
other important corporate interest group. The cumulative effect of encomienda 
holdings proved telling for Michoacán’s religious and political history. Unlike in 
Mexico City, which had an extensive royal bureaucracy, a large urban center, and 
professional variegation, in Michoacán encomienda and plantation holdings—
particularly in cacao, coconuts, cotton, and chiles—characterized the Spanish 
presence. The concentration of rural estates also meant that Spanish residents in 
Michoacán lived in a region where oversight by magistrates, priests, or inquisitors 
arrived after they had already developed a modus vivendi outside the regulations 
of imperial rule.

From its inception, the encomienda system in Michoacán was an exercise in 
blatant land grabs and naked assertions of clan power, especially by Cortés. Cor-
tés dispatched Antonio de Carvajal in the summer of 1523, for example, to conduct 
a judicial inspection of the region (visita), but, as one historian put it, the visita 
became a “carnage of destruction and extirpation.”55 The inspection was the first 
Spanish accounting of the demography and cultural geography of Michoacán.56 
The report, which described the region’s dense population, its vast agricultural 
potential, and its silver and gold mines (which it overestimated), instantly made 
Michoacán a valuable target of further conquest and spoils in encomienda grants.

The Crown divided Michoacán’s lands and peoples into encomiendas soon 
after Carvajal delivered his report in 1524. Many of the encomiendas were to be 
counted among the most lucrative of New Spain. The core regions of the meseta 
tarasca boasted a dense population, useful for labor and tribute. Regions to the 
north and east proved ideal for livestock. The power to award encomiendas re-
mained in legal limbo; in theory, only the Crown could award them. Cortés never-
theless claimed vast regions of Michoacán as part of his personal estate of the Valle 
de Oaxaca. Zapotlan and Colima, for example, were rich in mines and had exten-
sive populations, and Cortés personally reserved several massive encomienda es-
tates in the region, including most of Tuxpan and Zapotlan. The estates remained 
personal encomiendas of Cortés’s estate at least until 1528, when the Audiencia 
began to challenge Cortés’s massive holdings.57 By 1535, Tuxpan, Zapotlan, and Ta-
mazula had become royal possessions: to provide a sense of their outsized worth, 
the Suma de visitas (1548–1550) listed the province of Zapotlan as bringing in more 
than 100,000 pesos annually. So lucrative were the mines of the region that Cortés 
forbade Spaniards from entering the province under pain of one hundred lashes, 
for fear that someone might attempt to usurp the estates.58

Although the population of Michoacán as a whole at contact is unknown, it was 
surely well above 200,000, and possibly as high as 1 million. The Suma de visitas 
indicates that mortality rates from the 1545–1548 epidemic cycle may have been as 
high as 15 to 20 percent in Michoacán, a rate owing in part to enslavement, mining, 
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and excessive tribute demands. Pátzcuaro and Tzintzuntzan surely had more than 
15,000 residents combined as late as 1551; Tiripetío was rumored to be home to as 
many as 12,000 men (not to mention women and children) in 1551.59 Even pueblos 
such as Tuxpan and Tamazula counted 4,000 residents each in 1550.60 Smaller, 
more rural towns, including Capula, Zacapu, and Taximaroa, had nearly 2,000 
residents each in 1550.61 These figures, along with the mortality rates, suggest that 
the Pátzcuaro basin may have had a population as high as 30,000 to 40,000 at con-
tact. In short, the province of Michoacán was surely home to well over 100,000 
residents in 1520, though the claim by one member of the first Spanish expedition 
of 1522 that the Purépecha had an army of 200,000 men (which would imply a 
population of over 1 million) is probably an exaggeration.62

Despite the large, dense population of Michoacán, mystery surrounded much 
of the process of assignment, transfer, and litigation of encomiendas in Michoa-
cán before 1528. In addition to Tamazula, Tuxpan, and Zapotlan, Cortés assigned 
himself the Pátzcuaro basin centered in Tzintzuntzan. The Crown vacated many 
of these grants. The First Audiencia also litigated these estates, endeavoring to de-
spoil the original encomiendas held by Cortés and his partisans in Michoacán.63 
Although the history of these holdings is beyond the scope of this study, enco-
mienda possessions proved politically crucial to the earliest development of Mi-
choacán under shifting Purépecha-Spanish rule.

In 1528, the Crown dispatched another royal inspector, Juan de Ortega, whose 
report listed the status of the encomiendas and encomenderos at the time: there 
were no fewer than forty-seven individual encomenderos, who together possessed 
sixty-three distinct encomiendas.64 The Spanish encomenderos in Michoacán 
were, depending on one’s point of view, either typical or abusive. The use of indige-
nous slaves, captured in “just wars” of conquest, was common in silver mining re-
gions. Alonso de Mata was an especially sadistic encomendero whom Ortega judi-
cially sanctioned. But most were like Francisco de Villegas, who received Uruapan, 
and Diego de Medina, who received Tancítaro. They relied on tribute payments 
in kind, in cotton textiles, chiles, beans, and corn, for example. Indicative of the 
essential nature of encomiendas to Michoacán, it remained a primarily rural re-
gion throughout the colonial period, with only Pátzcuaro, and later Valladolid, as 
provincial cities.

The imbalance between the extensive encomienda holdings and the scarcity 
of Catholic priests is striking. Ortega’s inspection noted the presence of only one 
priest in the entire province, the Franciscan Antonio Ortiz.65 It is likely that one or 
two, or possibly three, other Franciscans were resident off and on in 1528—possibly 
Martín de Jesús and Diego de Santa María, Ángel de Salcedo, or Miguel de Bolo-
nia.66 Between 1522 and 1537, there is evidence of only one parish priest in the vast 
province: a secular priest named Francisco Martínez was in Colima as early as 
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1524, and became resident priest of Zacatula sometime between 1525 and 1529,67 
perhaps most likely in 1528.68 In any case, Martínez did not stay long, and it ap-
pears that the entire Motines lacked for a parish priest until around 1546, when the 
priest Juan Venegas was installed.69

The nearly comical imbalance between land interests and Christianization is 
clear. In the same province that assigned forty-seven encomenderos to manage 
the massive, usurped landholdings, there were only one or two priests to minis-
ter to them and to Christianize the tens of thousands of indigenous residents. In 
1528, Tuxpan supplied 100 men to transport provisions to mines.70 Twenty years 
later, Tuxpan was a Crown possession but still had some 4,000 residents, though 
the mortality rate in the interim was probably as high as 15 percent.71 Tancítaro 
was obliged in 1528 to provide five cargas (about 50 pounds each) of corn and 
beans and one carga of chiles daily.72 These astronomical figures were impossible 
to deliver but nevertheless demonstrate the vast agricultural resources delivered 
to encomenderos. By 1548, half of Tancítaro was still held by Medina, though the 
population figures are uncertain—it had somewhere between 800 and 4,000 in-
habitants, yet it was still required to provide 120 pesos every seventy days as tribute 
to Medina along with 10 men weekly as labor drafts.73 In 1551, Pátzcuaro still had 
some 15,000 men subject to labor drafts, according to claims made by the viceroy.74

Although most of Michoacán’s encomiendas were established by 1528, a few 
more continued to be assigned. The most notorious of the Spaniards to receive en-
comiendas between 1528 and the 1530s was Juan Infante, who, unlike many earlier 
encomenderos, was not a conquistador, but a sort of professional con man. On 
the death of the encomendero Juan de Solís in 1528, Infante asserted rights to Po-
macorán, Comanja, Naranja, and several towns subject to Tzintzuntzan, and a 
series of lawsuits questioned the authenticity of his grants. Villegas, for example, 
sued Infante for infringing on his encomienda of Uruapan. No one was ever able 
to discern how Infante had done it, but in several lawsuits he produced copies of 
royal decrees of an encomienda grant for Comanja. Although most of the authori-
ties doubted the authenticity of the documents, he was able to assert these rights 
for decades.75 Infante continued to make enemies in the new world of the Span-
ish encomendero. Gonzalo Gómez, whom the Inquisition of Zumárraga tried for 
blasphemy, even hired a man to assassinate Infante as revenge, though the hit was 
unsuccessful.76

By 1530, large Spanish-held estates dominated Michoacán’s landscape. The Pu-
répecha remained culturally dominant, with the indigenous elite retaining titles of 
governor. But the assignment of vast tracts of land to encomenderos forever trans-
formed the region. The outsized political-economic power vested in Spanish land-
owners meant that political culture responded to the interests of the encomiendas, 
at least through the 1540s when the encomienda system dominated the landscape.
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The King Is Dead; Long Live the King

The fate of the caltzontzin is well known. On 14 February 1530, a Spanish tribunal 
operating under Guzmán’s authority tortured and then executed him. Putatively 
for treason and human sacrifice, the trial was an assertion of particularist power. 
The impetus for the trial came from encomenderos who were vying with the Puré-
pecha elites for economic control of the region. As encomenderos expanded their 
control of Michoacán’s land in 1528 and 1529, disputes over land control were 
rampant, and Don Pedro and the caltzontzin became rivals for the title of indige-
nous governor. The Spanish policy throughout the Americas was to delegate local 
power over indigenous towns to pre-Hispanic aristocrats (or pipiltin), whose titles 
were known variously as caciques, or governors. These indigenous elites were af-
forded their own labor drafts from indigenous commoners, the macehuales.77 En-
comenderos accused both Don Pedro and the caltzontzin of deliberately hiding 
the provenance of their macehual labor forces.

The Purépecha—both elite and commoner—did not simply lay down their 
arms and give up. The defeat of the caltzontzin and the Purépecha polity was the 
result of being simply outnumbered—the Purépecha offered resistance, but it was 
not enough. The result was disastrous, since any heir to the caltzontzin inherited 
only vague recognition as a kind of indigenous cacique in the service of the Span-
ish Crown. However, the caltzontzin’s actions did reveal the continued vibrancy 
of the Purépecha religion. While Franciscans, aided by royal officials, engaged in 
the destruction of Purépecha religious iconography, the trial against the caltzon-
tzin made it clear that indigenous peoples continued to worship their deities and 
engage in ritual sacrifice.

Guzmán’s 1530 invasion marked a turning point in Michoacán’s political his-
tory, as it spelled the official end of a Purépecha kingdom and marked the begin-
ning of a more official kind of colonialism. The expedition also set a precedent 
for high levels of political violence. Guzmán virtually press-ganged Nahuas and 
Huejotzincas to serve in his expeditionary force to pacify New Galicia and extend 
Spanish power out of central Mexico. In December 1529, Guzmán set out from 
Mexico City with a large force, including some 400 Spanish foot-soldiers and any-
where from 600 to 12,000 indigenous allies.78 His first stop was Michoacán, where 
he imprisoned the caltzontzin, Don Pedro, and Don Antonio (the caltzontzin’s 
son) in January 1530 in Tzintzuntzan. Guzmán demanded from the caciques some 
8,000 subject Purépecha to serve in his expedition to New Galicia. After having 
tortured the caltzontzin, Guzmán reportedly told him that if he could not muster 
the requisite number of men, he would be sure to pay for it.79 Before his execu-
tion, the caltzontzin said that he would raise the 8,000 men for Guzmán. When 
the Spaniards later arrived in Cuinao, where the presumed soldiers awaited them, 
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they found that the entire population had been massacred—presumably by Pu-
répecha warriors by command from the caltzontzin and his advisers—in advance 
of Guzmán’s arrival.80

The trial against the caltzontzin laid out in stark terms the extent to which 
Spanish landowners could manipulate a global system of imperial rule to their ad-
vantage. In fact, the principal fulminators for prosecution of the caltzontzin were 
encomenderos. Witnesses against the caltzontzin, such as the encomendero Fer-
nando Villegas and the Purépecha Cuaraque, listed a series of incredible charges 
concerning human sacrifice, sodomy, and peculation of labor drafts.81 Guzmán’s 
court interrogated and tortured not only the caltzontzin but also Don Pedro and 
Don Alonso and two indigenous interpreters in a trial of summary justice between 
the 5th and 13th of February.82

The trial showcased lurid accusations. “Show me the skins of the Christians 
which you have here; if you do not bring them to me, we will have to kill you”: so 
demanded Guzmán of Don Pedro on 11 February, referring to the most sensational 
charge against the caltzontzin—that he had flayed Spaniards and used their skins 
as ritual costumes.83 On being threatened with the death penalty if he did not com-
ply, Don Pedro reported that he would bring the skins the next day.84 In a morbid 
twist, Don Pedro produced as exhibits human skins that the caltzontzin had used. 
One can only imagine the repulsion the Spaniards felt on seeing the human pelts.

On 14 February 1530, Guzmán pronounced the caltzontzin guilty of idolatry, 
treason, and human sacrifice.85 The caltzontzin received a defense attorney, De la 
Peña, who appealed the verdict, but Guzmán ignored him. De la Peña was a known 
partisan of the anti-Cortés faction and could be counted on to defend Guzmán, 
who was Cortés’s most important political enemy. The court condemned the cal-
tzontzin to be burned alive, though he reportedly repented and was executed in a 
different way before his immolation at the stake—by the garrote, a cord wrapped 
and tightened around the neck.86

Guzmán’s expedition represented the culmination of a series of judicial-
military inspections of Michoacán. Pedro Sánchez Farfán had conducted a royal 
inspection in Motines in 1527, with Ortega conducting the wider inspection in 1528. 
These inspections were designed to regulate the newly emergent encomiendas to 
the advantage of the Spanish and the detriment of indigenous caciques. Addition-
ally, the visitas were doctrinally instructive. Led by civil authorities, these quasi-
evangelization campaigns offered compelling negative reasons to convert, since 
obdurate idolatry could lead to a death penalty. The royal officials on these expe-
ditions engaged in widespread desecration of religious symbols. Under Ortega and 
Carvajal, the inspection teams demolished stone and wood deities. Sánchez Farfán 
executed some indigenous men for sodomy, though we will never know if they had 
engaged in sex between men or if these were trumped-up charges.87 The caltzon-
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tzin’s presumed taste for anal sex with men was also scandalous, though certainly 
sex between men among Spaniards occurred with regularity, despite the fact that 
it was a capital offense in Spanish law.88

The royal inspections facilitated the ability of encomenderos to exploit the 
royal system of visita in order to exact terrible political revenge on their Purépe-
cha cacique rivals. Two encomenderos, who became involved in the religious poli-
tics of Michoacán for decades, stood out for their collaboration with Guzmán. The 
first is Pedro Muñoz, the maese, or field-captain, of Roa.89 Muñoz arrived in New 
Spain in 1525 and quickly acquired Acolman and Capula in encomienda, though 
both were removed from his ownership and reassigned as Crown possessions in 
1528.90 We do not know exactly when he acquired it, but Muñoz also held Xiqui-
pilco as an encomienda from at least 1537, though possibly from as early as 1529.91 
When Guzmán’s court called Muñoz as a witness in the caltzontzin’s trial, the en-
comendero said that he recalled an earlier visita by Juan Xuárez in which the royal 
authorities had tracked down and destroyed many idols and sacrificial items.92 
Muñoz also provided important logistical support for Guzmán’s expedition. After 
assembling his forces and departing from Mexico City in late December 1529, for 
example, Guzmán traveled to one of the encomiendas belonging to Muñoz, prob-
ably Xiquipilco.93

Other encomenderos piled on in order to secure their hold over their indige-
nous charges. Villegas brought the original judicial complaint before Guzmán as 
judge, claiming that the caltzontzin had hidden wealth from the Crown and en-
gaged in sodomy. Villegas’s complaint included testimony from nine Spaniards as 
witnesses, including Pedro Muñoz. Although it mentioned sodomy, most of the ire 
stemmed from the caltzontzin’s refusal to fulfill his tribute demands in the form of 
macehual labor. Other Spanish witnesses, as summarized in Villegas’s complaint, 
said that the caltzontzin had been actively involved in killing dozens of Spaniards. 
Don Pedro, long the caltzontzin’s political rival, added the damning testimony that 
the caltzontzin had ordered the execution of Spaniards.94

These early royal inspections and military incursions folded Christianization 
into their activities. They set out to quash the still active if underground Purépe-
cha religious ritual complex. Nine years after Spanish entrance into the region, the 
indigenous religion of Michoacán was still going strong: people were murdering 
and ritually sacrificing Spaniards and peeling their skin off and dancing around in 
them. It had to stop—it was too scandalous and scary. Thus the Guzmán expedi-
tion was a sort of militarized spiritual conquest in the truest sense—not persua-
sion by catechesis (a method Guzmán found decidedly effete), but old-fashioned 
military subjugation.

The caltzontzin’s trial also exemplified the implementation of local power and 
the attempt by one faction (pro-Guzmán) to exercise absolute power, even when 
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royal oversight intended to put a check on that power. The Guzmán invasion and 
the trial were thus symbolic of the kind of imperial-religious politics to come: fac-
tional (Guzmán represented an unstable government that both Cortés and the 
Franciscans impugned) and undertaken by a caudillo (Guzmán’s legal authority 
for the trial has long been questioned; his status as a caudillo is legendary—he had 
been a notorious slave-trader in Pánuco prior to his arrival in Michoacán).

The Guzmán moment in Michoacán led to no lasting political infrastruc-
ture. Instead the incursion left much of the previous system in place—a nascent 
Church, a wealthy encomendero class, and an extensive indigenous population. 
One big thing did change—any claim by the hereditary line of the caltzontzin to 
kingship was stopped cold. The execution was a cruel reckoning for the Purépecha 
elite and demonstrated the possibilities of political violence. By March 1530, Guz-
mán and his force had departed for New Galicia, leaving the region to rule by en-
comenderos. Guzmán’s heavy-handed treatment of the caltzontzin and Don Pedro 
led to criticism from at least three friars. Martín de Jesús admonished the cal-
tzontzin’s Spanish jailers for their treatment of him. While we cannot be certain, 
Friar Martín may also have played a role in convincing Guzmán to garrote the cal-
tzontzin immediately before his scheduled immolation.95 Guzmán kept Don Pedro 
a captive, though he was presumably badly injured from his torture—the Rela-
ción de Michoacán noted that a decade later his arms were permanently marked 
from the cords that had dug into his flesh.96 But after the failure to raise Purépecha 
troops, Guzmán continued to Jalisco with Don Pedro as his prisoner. Franciscans 
Jacobo de Testera and Francisco de Bolonia reportedly intervened on Don Pedro’s 
behalf, asking Guzmán to allow him to return to Michoacán, which, presumably, 
he was able to do, as he remained indigenous governor until the 1540s.97

Seeds of Dissent Against Catholic Social Control

Michoacán’s earliest Christianization program was absurdly diffuse. Simulta-
neously, encomienda expansion was meteoric. It is difficult to know exactly what 
encomenderos thought of their newfound wealth, their indigenous charges, or the 
oversight of a putative Catholicism. But we can surmise that encomenderos were, 
by and large, motivated by economic interests and a sense that as conquistadors 
and first pobladores (or settlers, a term that implied civic privileges and status), 
their service to the Crown entitled them to fantastic wealth.

However, it is unclear how many of Michoacán’s earliest encomenderos made 
Michoacán their permanent home. For example, Diego de Medina, an employee 
of Cortés in Mexico City in 1524, received Tancítaro in encomienda along with 
Pedro de la Isla, another Cortés employee. Medina probably lived in Pátzcuaro 
and maintained his personal household there.98 It is unclear how much time De la 
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Isla spent in Pátzcuaro or Tancítaro, but Michoacán’s mild climate, dense indige-
nous populations, and attendant fabulous tribute contributions, combined with 
the virtual complete absence of religious oversight, created a powerful enticement 
for men interested in economic wealth unencumbered by social control.

Rodrigo Rangel, a captain in Cortés’s conquering army of Tenochtitlan, was 
dying of syphilis in 1529 and was in a spectacularly terrible mood. For starters, the 
syphilis was giving him terrible migraines, which no amount of booze relieved. 
The evenings, when horrifying chills swept over his skeletal structure, were the 
worst. Fevers plagued him, and he awoke at night in a lagoon of his own sweat. 
Sores covered his scalp and legs. A gruesome sight, Rangel, like others who died 
of syphilis in the sixteenth century, served as a convenient example for the Domi-
nican friars who targeted conquistador morality.

Rangel, a notorious blasphemer and enemy of the Dominican friars—and also a 
good friend of Diego de Medina and Pedro de la Isla—ruminated on the perceived 
easy life of Medina as he lay dying of syphilis: “Fucking friars. We had things good 
in Tenochtitlan and then that self-righteous bastard came along with his robe and 
rosary. I should have taken the advice of Medina and De la Isla, who told me that 
Michoacán didn’t have any priests and only a couple friars who ignored them any-
way. They sat in the warm evenings drinking pulque and doing as they pleased.”99 
He hated friars, especially Domingo de Betanzos, who prosecuted and sentenced 
Rangel for blasphemy. Among Rangel’s lewder comments was his reference to the 
Virgin Mary as a “whore.” He was a big fan of interjecting his language with many 
“goddammits.” Given his scandalous critiques of friars and Catholicism, we can 
also imagine his mental world. He loved booze, gambling, and hookers, and he 
had learned from Medina of the expansive wealth, mild climate, and superabun-
dance of Michoacán. During his trial for blasphemy, witnesses claimed that he 
had encouraged his encomienda subjects to attack friars with bows and arrows as 
sport. He had a mordant sense of humor. He may have annulled the wedding of 
one of his encomienda subjects in order to make the woman his concubine.100 Per-
haps he gave her syphilis.

Rangel and Medina were typical of an early generation of encomenderos who 
saw Mexico as a large expanse with land and indigenous labor ripe for exploita-
tion. Rangel received Cholula as an encomienda, among other endowments. His 
fame also derived from holding political office in Mexico-Tenochtitlan (regidor) 
and for being an early inquisitional target.101 The Dominican Betanzos, who ex-
ercised inquisitional authority in Mexico between May 1527 and September 1528, 
deliberately targeted Cortés’s friends and partisans for blasphemy.102 Indeed, Be-
tanzos made of Rangel a political example of conquistador hubris, encouraging 
Franciscan Toribio Motolinía to pass a spectacularly harsh sentence against him.103 
Rangel’s punishment for the guilty verdict included a five-month imprisonment in 
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a monastery; the public humiliation of holding a lit candle during a mass, mark-
ing him as a convicted blasphemer; a fine of five hundred pesos, an unheard-of 
sum for such a trial and, in 1520s currency, a fortune. He was also ordered to use 
his encomienda subjects to build a hermitage in Tacuba.104 In short, Betanzos put 
the political screws to one of Cortés’s closest political friends.105 And then Rangel 
died in 1529 of syphilis.106

We will never know whether Medina shared Rangel’s hatred for friars, though 
they clearly shared an ethos of labor exploitation for personal wealth. But Rangel’s 
story and his close friendship with the encomenderos of Tancítaro call attention to 
Michoacán’s unique social circumstances, where Spanish colonists wielded egre-
gious power over their indigenous encomienda subjects and openly flaunted the 
authority of ecclesiastical officials. By 1530, Spanish landowners in Michoacán had 
adapted to life unregulated by imperial oversight. The absence of resident priests 
and permanent royal judicial officers meant that for most Spanish residents, life 
was a kind of free-for-all. Spanish settlers viewed Michoacán as nothing short of 
paradise—spoils, physical pleasure, easy sex, and endless liquor. There was no 
priest—just the occasional Franciscan friar in Tzintzuntzan—and they came and 
went and were not interested in Spaniards in any case. In places like Tancítaro, 
there were only Purépecha residents, in addition to the Spanish men and an occa-
sional Spanish woman. In fact, Tancítaro remained an encomienda as late as 1630.107

We know even less about Spanish women in Michoacán in the 1520s. It was 
common for Spanish men to have indigenous mistresses, or, in some cases, wives, 
so it is a safe assumption that some Spanish encomenderos in the region became 
involved, consensually or not, with Purépecha women. The extent to which Puré-
pecha women exerted a kind of domesticating force on these men remains a mys-
tery. But we do know that in the 1530s, after the execution of the caltzontzin, Mi-
choacán had some Spanish women who held power as encomenderas, and usually 
they had inherited the encomiendas as widows.

Encomenderas—Michoacán’s First Spanish Women?

The narrative thus far has been exclusively male. There is no evidence that many 
Spanish women lived in Michoacán in the 1520s, though we know that wives ac-
companied encomenderos throughout New Spain; with the exception of Purépe-
cha (and other indigenous) women, few women show up in the chronicles. The 
relative paucity of source material restricts our ability to understand the role Span-
ish women played in the earliest imperial efforts in the region. That women by 
convention were excluded from the roles of priest, magistrate, or bishop only ex-
acerbates the analytical gaps. Perhaps some study in the future will examine the 
cultural influence of Purépecha women on Spanish men.
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Several Spanish women did exert power and influence as encomenderas in Mi-
choacán in the 1530s, precisely at the time the region was opening up to further 
Spanish ideological incursions. Although Spanish law allowed for women to hold 
their wealth and property as their own, the paterfamilial social system provided 
that husbands and fathers administered that wealth in the name of their female 
family members. Nonetheless, Michoacán was home to some very wealthy enco-
menderas beginning in the 1530s.

Among the earliest (if not the earliest) encomenderas of Michoacán was 
Leonor de la Peña, who had been married to Álvaro Gallego, a former encomen-
dero of Santo Domingo and a member of Cortés’s entrada to Mexico in 1519. For 
his role in the conquest of Tenochtitlan, Gallego had received Chocándiro in the 
mid-1520s.108 The encomienda covered at least nine estancias (ranches), and we can 
safely assume that the tribute value was substantial. When Gallego died around 
1530, De la Peña had inherited the rights to Chocándiro, and though she held these 
encomiendas with her second and third husbands, the rights remained hers. We do 
not know if De la Peña took up residence in the rural region, far from any Span-
ish settlement, or lived in Mexico City. If the latter, she could have appointed a 
mayordomo (superintendent or steward) to oversee the tribute collection. In any 
case, unlike male encomenderos, Spanish women who oversaw such estates did 
not seem to share the enthusiasm for blasphemy or sexual acrobatics that charac-
terized men like Rangel.

Coming later to Michoacán, Doña Marina Montesdoca was perhaps Michoa-
cán’s wealthiest Spanish woman of the period. She was married to Antón Caicedo, 
a man of vast encomienda wealth counting 18,000 indigenous tributaries in 1535 
from encomiendas including Periban, Tingüindín, Tarecuato, and Texcaltitlan 
(southwest of Toluca). When he died around 1535, Doña Marina inherited at the 
least Periban and Texcaltitlan and possibly Tarecuato.109 Portions of Tingüindín 
which remained in her estate included well over 1,000 tributaries.110 She held these 
encomiendas through the 1560s, though Texcaltitlan became embroiled in a law-
suit between Doña Marina and her daughter-in-law’s widower in 1564.111 While we 
do not know the precise extent of her wealth, it is safe to assume she did not want 
for economic stability.

Women like Doña Marina Montesdoca and Leonor de la Peña were excep-
tions in the rustic, male-dominated world of Spanish colonials in Michoacán in 
the 1520s and 1530s. The relative absence of Spanish women is sociologically im-
portant, however, for explaining the peculiar political culture of Michoacán. The 
region developed a culture based almost entirely on male perceptions of status, 
honor, and public power. Even in cultures like Spain or North Africa in the early 
modern period, which placed a heavy premium on public honor and shame, male 
honor was always contrasted to assumed ideals of feminine passivity and purity, 
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and women were seen as being responsible for the domestic softening of male 
brutishness.112 That so few Spanish women were present in the earliest stages of 
Michoacán’s imperial settlement simply added one more layer of public violence.

An Emergent but Fragile Structure

When Mendoza assumed office as viceroy in 1535, he attempted to impose political 
order on both central Mexico and Michoacán—regions that had seen rather little 
of it. Neither Tzintzuntzan nor Pátzcuaro had a resident corregidor, to say nothing 
of an alcalde, in this period. Then, in 1536, Mendoza began to assign a handful of 
corregidores to towns in Michoacán. In many cases, the newly installed corregi-
dores were also encomenderos, and it is not clear how much time these new func-
tionaries spent in Michoacán.

It appears that for his first magisterial appointments Mendoza privileged areas 
perceived to be peripheral, of strategic importance, or located in densely popu-
lated encomienda regions. In the tierra caliente basin, Asuchitlan (or Ajuchitlán) 
probably had a corregidor as early as 1533. Though the region included valuable 
encomiendas, for the most part royal magistrates ignored them in the 1530s.113 In 
a sign of the perceived importance of the region, Mendoza assigned a lawyer, the 
licenciado (or licentiate, recipient of a university degree conferring a license to 
practice law, medicine, or theology and the right to teach the subject in a univer-
sity) Juan Altamirano, Cortés’s mayordomo and estate governor, as the corregidor 
of Asuchitlan in September 1536, renewing the appointment in 1537. Altamirano 
received an outlandishly high annual salary of 300 pesos for his position—much 
higher than other corregidores in the same decade. Indeed, when the viceroy as-
signed Francisco Moreno to be Asuchitlan’s corregidor in December 1537, the 
salary was reduced to 120 pesos.114 In a harbinger of royal governance to come in 
Michoacán, Altamirano was also a wealthy encomendero, holding Metepec, Tepe-
maxalco, and Calimaya.115

Mendoza assigned several encomenderos as corregidores in Michoacán. Luis 
de Ávila became corregidor of Yuriria (Yuriripúndaro, Urirapúndaro) in Septem-
ber 1536. Ávila, who served as a page in Cortés’s siege of Tenochtitlan, was one of 
Michoacán’s earliest Spanish citizens; he had received Xuxupango in encomienda 
but the grant was never confirmed.116 Given the town’s location at the northern 
reaches of the province of Michoacán, Yuriria was important to Mendoza. In 
November 1537, the viceroy assigned not only a corregidor, Juan de Sandoval, but 
also a teniente (substitute or lieutenant), Antonio de Castro, to Yuriria. Both men 
had their terms renewed in December 1538.117

Other corregimientos (areas overseen by corregidores) may have paid less but 
were of strategic importance. The pueblos of Tamazula, Tuxpan, and Zapotlan, 
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subjects of bitter dispute between Cortés and the First Audiencia, appear to have 
had numerous corregidores who received lavish salaries. Subject to Colima’s 
alcalde, the corregidor Andrés Ortiz was assigned in March 1536 at an annual 
salary of 320 pesos. Manuel Guzmán was appointed corregidor in 1537 and again 
in 1539 at the same salary. Presumably, the charge was to bring some form of royal 
stability to a region of dense indigenous population, a task entailing perennial 
violent attempts to control tribute labor. Neighboring Amula also had a teniente, 
Diego Allo, who was assigned in December 1536 at the much-reduced salary of 120 
pesos annually.118

We cannot know how much time these earliest magistrates spent in their as-
signed regions. In some cases, the corregidor may have lived relatively close—Luis 
de Ávila, for example, became a citizen of the city of Michoacán, although whether 
in Pátzcuaro or Valladolid it is not clear. Other magistrates may have simply con-
ducted judicial inspections of their assigned regions only to return to Mexico City. 
In the aftermath of the Guzmán invasion and the caltzontzin’s assassination, the 
new viceroy hoped to stabilize the region. But the apparatus of royal law was far 
too thinly spread to be effective on a large scale, and the encomenderos by then 
had amassed too much control of everyday land tenure politics to provide much 
entrée to this handful of magistrates.

A Mission Settlement

The uniquely male culture of Spanish imperial aspiration in Michoacán continued 
in its evangelization efforts. For example, the early missionary efforts by Augus-
tinians, in particular, were construed in cultural terms associated with crusading 
and chivalrous knights. Martín de Valencia, the founder of the Franciscan mission 
in Mexico, was promoted as possessing singularly virile moral qualities.119 Diego de 
Basalenque and other chroniclers emphasized the martial courage of early Augus-
tinian missionaries to the tierra caliente.120 Despite the establishment of friaries 
in Michoacán by the Augustinians and Franciscans, no nunneries were founded 
there during the sixteenth century, unlike in Mexico City and Puebla.

In the aftermath of the Guzmán expedition, a new phase of missionary activity 
began that reflected this ethos of chivalry and conquest. Christianization solidi-
fied the interests of two corporations: the Franciscan and Augustinian orders. The 
execution of the caltzontzin paved the way for the entrance of more Spaniards. 
During the next eight years, from 1530 to 1537, there was a rise—though far from 
meteoric—of a more organized Christianization project in Michoacán. But this 
Christianization continued along its corporatist lines, far from metropolitan over-
sight (whether by Mexico City or Madrid). Even the friar-missionaries were con-
flicted about the early results. De la Rea tells us that it was not until the arrival of 
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the Franciscan Jacobo Daciano, probably in 1545, that indigenous peoples first 
received the Eucharist.121 Friar Juan de San Miguel traveled to Uruapan, probably 
sometime between 1533 and 1535, to form a monastery there, though the dates are 
uncertain.122

The Franciscan mission emphasized a kind of primitivism—baptism accom-
panied by destruction of idolatry. Curicaueri, the principal Purépecha deity, was 
represented as a kind of massive obsidian stone idol. Purépecha elites and priests 
led elaborate pilgrimages to the site of the deity in Zacapu. Franciscan mission-
aries viewed the Purépecha religion as clearly pagan and vaguely satanic with its 
worship of a stone god, which they found horrifying. The friars eagerly sought out 
the religious iconography of the Purépecha in order to destroy it.

Yet Franciscans viewed the social and clerical hierarchy of the Purépecha as 
signs of political sophistication.123 De la Rea, for example, associated Zacapu with 
Rome in his description of Purépecha veneration of Curicaueri. On the one hand, 
De la Rea noted that the Purépecha sacrificed people to their deity, extracting a 
beating heart from each sacrificial victim. On the other, in describing the social 
order of the annual pilgrimage from the Purépecha capital in Tzintzuntzan to the 
site of Curicaueri in Zacapu, he called the capital the “metropolis of Michoacán 
and womb of its greatness, as Rome in all the world.”124 An elaborate procession 
accompanied the caltzontzin in this annual rite, in which the caltzontzin kissed the 
hand of the high priest and offered obeisance to the Purépecha god.

Franciscans praised the cultural circumspection and subtlety of the Purépecha. 
According to De la Rea, one of the most admirable and notable things about the 
Purépecha was their “liveliness of spirit.” Moreover,

In everything one admires their readiness of wit and . . . their egalitarianism. . . . 
[T]hus as much in their politics as well as their ancient religion they were so cir-
cumspect that they lacked nothing in comparison with how Saturn, Lysanias, 
Radamanthus, or the lawmaker Lycurgus established laws, that as much in recti-
tude as in observance that they are judged to be the most severe in the compliance 
of laws concerning government, republics and temples, which today is repeated in 
the west [in Michoacán].125

Circumspection is so native to the Tarascans that one sees it daily in the vivid-
ness of their words and in the subtlety of their actions and business. They are pre-
eminent in all trades, especially in sculpture in which they are considered to be the 
most famous in New Spain.126

Here the creation of an idyllic imagination expanded far beyond mere topogra-
phy and encompassed what missionary chroniclers imagined as the sociocultural 
purity of Michoacán.
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If the Franciscans emphasized the religious naïveté of the Purépecha, the first 
friars engaged in extirpation campaigns. Franciscan Pedro de las Garrovillas may 
have been the first friar to promote Purépecha conversion.127 From Extremadura, 
he was considered the first Franciscan of the tierra caliente, though he prob-
ably had spent time in Tzintzuntzan to learn Purépecha—the sixteenth-century 
Franciscan chronicler Diego Muñoz tells us that Garrovillas was among the first 
Franciscans to learn the language.128 Muñoz described Garrovillas as a pious and 
devout man who had no patience for trivial conversation. These earliest linguistic-
catechetical activities remain vaguely understood, and the dates of Garrovillas’s 
activity in Michoacán are unclear.129 He traveled to Motines de Zacatula, where, 
Muñoz reported, idolatry was rife. Garrovillas was a kind of crusading warrior. 
According to Muñoz, the indigenous people “used horrendous and abominable 
sacrifices. . . . [I]t was a land of extreme heat and incredible harshness. . . . [I]n 
every town [Garrovillas] destroyed idolatry, often putting himself in mortal dan-
ger, planting the holy catholic faith in which the residents remain today, liberated 
from diabolic subjection. He burned more than 1,000 idols together and made 
those who adored them help him in burning them.”130 It is unclear which language 
he employed in the tierra caliente, though Nahuatl and Coacoman were dominant 
there.131 Because there were so few priests with any skill in Purépecha, Garrovillas 
returned to Tzintzuntzan to instruct baptized Purépecha in the Catholic doctrine. 
We do not know when Garrovillas was active in Zacatula. Nor do we know when 
he returned to Tzintzuntzan, though the seventeenth-century chronicler Agustín 
de Vetancurt claims that the friar died there on 19 July 1530.132

Linguistic study was emblematic of Franciscan efforts in Mexico, but the ex-
tent of their early studies in Michoacán was limited. Although Garrovillas may 
very well have been part of the early nucleus of Franciscans in Tzintzuntzan in 
1525–1530, others took up more expansive Purépecha study as part of a broader 
Christianization effort. Jerónimo de Alcalá, who was notable among the earliest 
Franciscan friars to study Purépecha, composed a Purépecha language doctrine 
around 1537. Zumárraga approved the doctrine in his capacity as bishop and it was 
published, but no copies are extant.133 Alcalá’s involvement in the production of 
the Relación de Michoacán established him as a key missionary Spanish-Purépecha 
cultural mediator.134 It fell to later missionaries in Michoacán, such as Maturino 
Gilberti, to produce a fuller corpus of Purépecha-language pastoral material. It 
is symptomatic of the diffuse efforts in Michoacán that the first comprehensive 
works on doctrinal instruction and sacramental education for priests came not in 
the sixteenth but at the very end of the seventeenth century.135

The Franciscans’ founding of Uruapan exemplifies their goal of restructuring 
indigenous society in the image of idealized communities through forced resettle-
ment and spatial organization into grid-style towns. Originally Uruapan and Tzi-
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rostro were included in a single encomienda granted to Francisco Villegas, a mine 
operator and a proponent of the introduction of pigs into Uruapan as livestock to 
be raised for food, as his workforce needed to be fed.136 The region was home to the 
earliest social experiments in radical socio-spacial and ecological reconstruction, 
since the pigs were an invasive species. Some animals, especially sheep, wrought 
environmental havoc in New Spain, although some studies suggest that the intro-
duction of European livestock impacted Mexico’s environment less than previ-
ously assumed.137

Friar Juan de San Miguel viewed Uruapan as having the perfect climate but 
believed it was inhabited by savages in dire need of sociopolitical reeducation. 
Franciscan chroniclers idealized Friar Juan as a brave and fearless David in the 
face of a Goliath; in these accounts, he seems to be unfazed by danger or adversity, 
exemplifying the chivalric ideal of the spiritual conquistador:

He went through mountains and canyons looking for souls to convert, and the 
barbarians, showing him claws as if to tear him apart, did not frighten him, but 
rather the virtue of his words turned them docile, and when he would return to 
his convent they would seek him out, bleating, following his footprints, to return 
as if to be reborn in his tender arms. There was no summit, grotto, or mountain 
in the entire province that he did not cross by foot, barefoot, fasting almost the 
entire time, without missing once the hours of the divine office, even though he 
was among lions and tigers whose rudeness would have challenged more ordinary 
disciples.138

The deconstruction of idolatry emphasized both the agility of friar-missionaries 
and the religious savagery of indigenous peoples, especially those outside the Pu-
répecha core.

Friar Juan traveled extensively up and down the steep escarpments of the Urua-
pan region as early as 1532, becoming guardian of the doctrina (proto-parish for 
indigenous peoples) by 1536.139 He told Quiroga during the Audiencia judge’s 1533 
inspection that the residents in and around Uruapan were little better than savage 
beasts: “They go about naked and flee priests in order to hide their idolatry and 
in their drunkenness serve the devil.”140 Having decided to apply a forcible re-
settlement (congregación) of the residents in order to establish good government, 
he used his authority as an agent of royal will—though he was only a friar—to 
order at least seven pueblos in the region to be reestablished in the new town of 
Uruapan.141

A crusading, masculine ethos thus formed a central part of missionary mem-
ory. In De la Rea’s estimation, Friar Juan was the lawgiver that David requested 
in the Old Testament—to support the belief that it was up to the Spaniards to 
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make the indigenous peoples civilized, he invoked Psalm 20: “Appoint, O Lord, a 
lawgiver over them that the Gentiles will know themselves to be but men.” This, 
he believed, was the best way to establish policía (good government). De la Rea 
argued that

to deprive someone of their normal and natural tastes can only be done by force. 
And thus we see the impossibilities that this servant of God would face in trying 
to tear these Indians away from their natural place, from the delights that they had 
enjoyed with the ease of barbarism, without tightening their liberty, toward the 
law that impedes the power of appetite, and to make submit forcefully to the will 
of a head or ruler those who had never had one before. This is because for Chi-
chimecs’ nature this is the most repugnant thing in the world, because their life, 
being, and nature is to go about like vagabonds in the mountains, hunting beasts 
and clothing themselves in their skins.142

De la Rea echoed common beliefs among the Spanish about the incivility of the 
Chichimec peoples, contrasting them with the Purépecha, whom he viewed as 
having more pacific and devout qualities.

Friar Juan relocated thousands of indigenous people into towns with plazas 
surrounded by straight-line streets, comparing the locations to the Flemish 
countryside and the towns to the orderly cities of the ancient Romans.143 The Pu-
répecha and vaguely defined Chichimecs who were resettled probably did not view 
this process through the same rosy lens. The ideological seeds of the later, more 
widespread congregación project of 1598–1605 were already planted in the “fecund 
soil” of Uruapan.144

When the Augustinians arrived in Michoacán, they viewed the Franciscan 
project as woefully inadequate and set out on an ambitious project of wide-scale 
Christianization. Having arrived in Mexico in May 1533, they quickly established 
their earliest house in Mexico City and resolved to send missionaries “to go to 
Michoacán to set out nets and fish, since many of the nets set by the Francis-
cans were breached, and there were many more fish to be caught.”145 Whereas 
the Franciscans had sent only two or three friars to Michoacán in the years after 
1525, the Augustinians determined to establish a college, in Tiripetío. It became 
a center of indigenous education and an important educational and catechetical 
center for western Mexico.146 The Franciscans’ rudimentary evangelization project 
in Michoacán focused on didactic, but not necessarily doctrinal or theological, 
instruction. The Augustinians, in contrast, while engaged in moral didacticism, 
dedicated themselves to educating the Purépecha nobles along with Augustinian 
friars. Alonso de la Veracruz and other friars adopted indigenous elites, such as 
Don Antonio Huitziméngari, as their tutors in Purépecha language.147
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During the earliest years of the college in Tiripetío, then, Purépecha nobles and 
Spanish novice friars sat in the same classrooms for training in scripture, logic, and 
theology. The experience of Augustinians in the mountains southeast of Mexico 
steeled them for their ambitious project in Michoacán. The Augustinians fretted 
over the perceived idolatry of the Purépecha. But unlike the Franciscans, the Au-
gustinian chronicler Matías de Escobar explained, the Augustinians arrived in Ti-
ripetío with the experience of a previous encounter with un-Christianized Nahuas 
in central Mexico behind them.148 In Escobar’s version, when the friars Juan de San 
Román and Agustín de la Coruña had gone to Chilapa (southeast of Mexico, near 
the border of Puebla), unfriendly pagans surrounded them. Escobar even evoked 
a kind of knightly tradition of the type one could find in popular medieval novels, 
such as the Amadís of Gaul.149 Thus the friars “encountered Circes and Medeas, 
even visible demons in the form of dragons,” at every step of their journey. They 
were trapped in the mountains of Ocuituco (east of Cuernavaca) and, huddled on 
humble petates (woven mats), defending the souls of the soon-to-be-converted, 
blessed their first indigenous Catholic congregation.150

The Augustinians recalled their mission in apostolic terms. At the beginning in 
Tiripetío, there were only two friars—Juan de San Ramón and Diego de Chávez. 
The devil was no match for San Ramón, however, who had already faced down 
the devils of Ocuitulco. Upon their arrival, the two Augustinians had spent an ex-
traordinary amount of time instructing the local residents in Catholic doctrine, 
though the content and extent of this instruction are unclear. It is also unknown 
whether San Ramón and Chávez studied Purépecha in Mexico City prior to their 
arrival in Michoacán. If not, perhaps they administered their doctrinal instruc-
tion in Nahuatl.

Despite the potential confusion that the language barrier may have caused, Es-
cobar was effusive in explaining the success of the first Augustinians in Tiripetío in 
1537. The friars presumably convinced the Purépecha to form monogamous mar-
riages and abandon their veneration of Curicaueri. During Easter week of 1538, 
Escobar claimed, when some 30,000 indigenous residents confessed en masse be-
fore the two friars, they were so numerous as to appear like a swarm of “rational 
locusts.”151

The most impressive aspect of the Augustinian missionary triumph was their 
presumed victory over idolatry. According to Escobar, San Román and Chávez 
were so persistent and patient in their doctrinal instruction that the Purépecha 
happily tossed their deities onto bonfires of extirpation. When the Augustinians 
expanded to Tacámbaro in 1538, again led by San Ramón and Chávez, they en-
countered more veneration of idols (Xarantaga and Curicaueri). So beloved was 
the peaceful yet firm evangelization of these friars that Escobar invoked a martial 
victory in telling the story: “Entire pueblos came dancing in their ancient tradi-
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tion, filling the countryside with boughs and flowers in triumph, . . . whose happy 
jubilation made the death of idolatry apparent to all.”152 Once again, religious 
images went into the bonfire through the happy acquiescence of the Purépecha 
catechumens.

The founding of the Augustinian project in Michoacán was not all abstruse 
intellect; it also foreshadowed the abiding ties the missionaries developed with 
encomenderos. Diego de Chávez was the nephew of encomendero Don Juan de 
Alvarado. The very first Augustinian mission—linked by family wealth and en-
comendero land—could scarcely have been more corporatist. The Franciscans 
also eventually developed ties with encomenderos, though their connections were 
less explicitly familial. In either case, the Franciscans and Augustinians shared a 
common belief in the need for Christianization as well as a corporatist interpre-
tation of Catholicism. Both orders claimed special privileges for the evangeliza-
tion of Michoacán as derived from the Omnimoda. They viewed parish priests as 
unnecessary—the Christianization of the indigenous populations of Michoacán, 
and, indeed, of New Spain, was, in their view, best left to the friars.

Reflections

Paradise is relative, and the paradise for Spanish settlers in Michoacán came at 
the rather obvious hell of indigenous peoples. Several tendencies in the earliest 
colonial order in Michoacán are clear, some of which became more pronounced 
throughout the sixteenth century. The religious trend reflected coercion and cor-
poratization. Christianization efforts were largely punitive, as seen most sym-
bolically in the trial and execution of the caltzontzin Tzintzincha Tangaxoan. The 
extirpation and demolition of the physical artifacts of Purépecha religion were 
central to the missionary program. Yet extirpation campaigns were less promi-
nent after the 1530s, when conversion efforts tended to become more parochial 
and patronizing, both in the sense of patron-client relationships and in terms of 
the friar-missionaries’ treatment of indigenous peoples. There were no resident 
parish priests—it is possible that some encomenderos attempted to fulfill their 
Christianization duties by appointing curates to oversee their indigenous charges, 
but no evidence exists for this as a regular practice.153 Only two or three itinerant 
Franciscan friars had been working in the region prior to 1537 when the Augus-
tinian friars arrived. The friars of both orders hoped to turn the idyllic region into 
a Catholic paradise.

In the public political realm, power in New Spain was untethered from royal 
reach. The conquest of Michoacán from 1521 to 1538 took place without the over-
sight of a viceroy. In fact, most of this earliest conquest-period was removed from 
all oversight. By extension, the conquest itself (undertaken by Guzmán) was re-
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markably privatized. Guzmán himself engineered a largely private armed force 
composed of Spanish shareholders in the endeavor and indigenous allies. More-
over, land and political authority at the local level were vested in private corporate 
interests in the form of encomiendas. In many cases, the local corregidor was also 
an encomendero, setting up a corporatized state. The sheer economic wealth of 
the encomenderos resulted in centralization of political power in personal, clan, 
and corporatist groups.

Finally, Spanish political culture in Michoacán in the 1520s and 1530s was ex-
ceptionally male-oriented. The inscribed record tells us of military and spiritual 
conquest in the manner of crusade and masculine virtue. It falls to a different 
study—a new kind of psycho history—to examine the so-called hidden tran-
scripts of male-female interactions in Michoacán during the period.154 Surely un-
spoken power dynamics characterized such encounters. Michoacán had its share 
of micropolitics, much of it concerning everyday gender relations.155 Indigenous 
women, as we know, sometimes voluntarily entered relationships or marriages 
with Spanish men, while others were coerced; the Spanish women who accompa-
nied Spanish male landowners also engaged in subtle forms of interactive power. 
But those moments remain largely hidden from historical recall.

This political culture of masculinity set the tone for a region of Spanish men 
performing public power by appealing solely to other men. In a Hispanic culture 
of honor and shame, such concentration of masculine public order laid the foun-
dation for future interactions.156 The overwhelmingly male presence among early 
Spanish colonials in Michoacán influenced the type of political culture it devel-
oped—in this case a culture of violence and demonstrative public power, which 
became ever more complex in the second half of the sixteenth century.

These early years set the stage for the ways in which Spanish residents of Mi-
choacán expressed power for generations. Thus, in 1538, when agents of the Crown 
and Church began to try to assert oversight over the region, the result was rebel-
lion, political violence, mockery, and satire.
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cisco Miranda Godínez, Vasco de Quiroga, varón universal (Mexico City: Editorial Jus, 2007); and 
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7. For excellent analysis of the period’s politics, especially relating to land policy, see Ethelia 
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ción indígena de la Cuenca de Tepalcatepec (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1952); 
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