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Editorial

What role did the Franciscans play in the construction 
of the Iberian Empires during the Early Modern period, in 
the configuration of the colonial societies which pros-
pered in Asia, Africa and America, and in the develop-
ment of phenomena like globalization, occidentalization, 
Americanization and cultural hybridity which arose from 
the experiences of the Spanish and Portuguese abroad? 
What place did texts, taken in the broadest sense (Mc-
Kenzie, 1999), occupy in the strategies pursued by the 
Franciscans within distinct Iberian imperial contexts, and 
how did they thus contribute to the formation of political 
imaginations and colonial realities? How did they think 
about the Empires to which they belonged from the fron-
tiers of the two monarchies? How did the chronicles and 
accounts they wrote, the images they created and the de-
votions they promoted favor the formation of new social 
realities and new identities arising from colonial experi-
ences and from power over local peoples and places? 
How did their involvement in missionary activity drive 
them to chart the course of new religious, linguistic and 
geographic forms of knowledge?

These are just some of the questions raised in scholar-
ship on Franciscans in the Iberian world, on their pres-
ence across the Spanish and Portuguese Empires, and on 
the intellectual culture which they developed there. They 
are by no means easy to answer, but they are the founda-
tional questions of this dossier, which is principally fo-
cused on the Portuguese world. Bringing together the 
work of several American and European scholars, it seeks 
to make clear the relevance of a field which has hitherto 
been inexplicably neglected, and to locate that within a 
renewed historical view of the Iberian Empires. The aim 
is not to analyze the Franciscans per se, neither to com-
pare them with other orders, but to highlight the potential 
interest of examining certain dynamics that characterized 
the Iberian imperial experiences from the perspective of 
actors traditionally ignored by historians, despite their 
political, social and religious relevance in the colonial 
contexts. We must note at the outset that analysis of the 
Franciscan world and its counterpart in Iberian regions 
gives rise to a number of methodological problems. The 
historian Ângela Barreto Xavier has previously noted 
some of these in the context of Portuguese India, while 
also posing more general questions and establishing an 
excellent point of departure for the present introduction 
(Xavier, 2006). The difficulties faced by scholars in this 
field are, to a certain extent, the result of the fragmentary 
nature of the available sources linked to the Franciscans 
and the problems this entails. But they are also the result 

of the very limited attention which historians have tradi-
tionally paid to the Franciscan Order, despite its impor-
tance in the course of Iberian conquest and colonization. 
This is particularly notorious in the field of historiogra-
phy of the Portuguese Empire, but it is no less the case in 
scholarship on the Spanish world. It is true that the pio-
neering work of Robert Ricard and John Leddy Phelan 
(Ricard, 1933; Phelan, 1956) spawned a great deal of ac-
tivity related to the role of the Franciscans in the initial 
stages of New Spanish colonization. Ever since, the great 
authors of the time, like Motolina, Mendieta and Sa-
hagún, have been the object of studies time and time 
again. They have even been interpreted some sort of bur-
geoning ethnographers (León-Portilla, 1999; Klor de 
Alva et al., 1988; Vicente Castro and Rodríguez Moline-
ro, 1986). But such interest seems to have been restricted 
to this initial period of Spanish-American colonization, as 
if the later stages —especially in the seventeenth centu-
ry— had been characterized by the absence or marginali-
zation of the Franciscans. The relegation of the Order to 
te background in historiography —we might even say to a 
position of subalternity— not only fails to correspond to 
reality but also paints an incomplete and often unbal-
anced picture of religious and missionary history.

Such an imbalance has been exacerbated by historio-
graphical inertia and, to an even greater extent, by the at-
tention paid to scholarship on the Jesuits. Research has 
generally opted to focus on religious institutions which, 
like the Society of Jesus, emerged in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. They have traditionally been con-
sidered a more genuine expression of Tridentine Catholi-
cism in contrast to the “old” monastic and mendicant or-
ders, which are often reduced to mere congregations in 
decline, stuck in their medieval past. The Franciscan or-
der, in turn, reveals itself to be an intricate world which is 
not always easy to understand and analyze. It had com-
plex institutional structures, made up as it was of prov-
inces, custodias, commissaries, convents, hospices and so 
on. But it was also a crossroads of different branches and 
spiritual sensibilities (such as Conventual, Observant, 
Capuchin and Discalced Franciscans), which often made 
it seem to have multifaceted identities. Unlike with 
groups such as the Jesuits, this identity (or these identi-
ties) is not easy to squeeze into homogenous and clearly-
defined parameters (Buffon, 2013). Finally, the extant 
documentation itself has been a determining factor in the 
direction which historiography has taken: Jesuit sources 
are far more accessible, plentiful, rich and systematic, the 
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result of a written and bureaucratic culture which was 
configured in what we could call a more “modern” way. 

It is little wonder, then, that this imbalance, which 
pervades historiography on religious orders in general, 
becomes even more obvious when we turn to the field of 
intellectual culture (Palomo, 2013). The breadth of the 
Jesuits’ written output over the course of the modern age 
is unquestionable. So is the Order’s ability to establish 
mechanisms for the circulation of information at an un-
precedented scale and to fix particular discourses and 
shape a certain missionary memory through the system-
atic use of texts (and particularly printed ones). They 
were remarkable skilled in their capacity to continually 
exploit the most effective methods to disseminate infor-
mation, conquer souls and even hammer out a concrete 
image of the Order itself. In fact, this written dimension 
of the Society of Jesus and its link to the production of 
knowledge during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
are elements which have made the Jesuits the archetype 
of intellectual “modernity” and, often, the epitome of the 
practices which shaped written and religious culture in 
the Post-Tridentine Catholic world (Giard, 1995; Fabre 
and Romano, 1999; Marzal and Bacigalupo, 2007; Chin-
chilla and Romano, 2008; Betrán, 2010).

This is not the place to question what was “modern” 
about the way they handled written customs. But, in order 
to have a more complete perception of the many realities 
which made up the world of the missionaries and the 
world of religious erudition and writing, we must bear in 
mind certain nuances. We must take into consideration 
the role of other actors who, like the Franciscans, pro-
duced less written output and, in particular, less printed 
output. They were undoubtedly not as intent on leaving a 
record and testimony of their theological thought, of their 
spiritual practices, of their evangelizing efforts across the 
world. But this does not mean that their presence in the 
various contexts of the Iberian world and their leading 
role in the missionary field was not often as important as, 
or even more important than, the Jesuits’. Neither does it 
mean that they were merely circumstantial actors in the 
intellectual world, that their attitudes towards knowledge 
itself were marginal, or that they simply were not part of 
the world of learning. It could be, rather, that at times 
they merely turned to erudite practices and traditions 
which were different from, or at least not exactly the 
same as, the Jesuits’. Certainly, they often used methods 
of communication which did not always lend themselves 
to printing, but such methods in fact perhaps were not un-
heard of in the early modern Iberian world. Far from re-
volving around a written culture, the societies of this pe-
riod, lest we forget, continued to use indifferently orality, 
images and manuscript as forms of communication, 
knowledge and memory (Bouza, 1999). 

INTELLECTUAL CULTURE, MANUSCRIPT 
CIRCULATION, VISUAL COMMUNICATION

The almost clichéd idea constructed by historiogra-
phers of a Franciscan world characterized by “anti-intel-

lectualism” and disregard for learned culture, of a world 
removed from learning and written practices, does not 
stand up for long in the face of certain evidence which 
shows a deeply intellectual world. We can see this just by 
looking at some of the libraries in Franciscan convents in 
Early Modern Portugal: in the metropolitan world, they 
brought together several of the most important collections 
of books linked to Church institutions (Carvalho, 1998; 
Carvalho, 2005; Rocha, 1994), and there are few differ-
ences between them and the libraries of other orders of 
the period (Campos, 2015).1 Essentially, the Franciscans 
had a range of intellectual references and texts which, be-
yond the spiritual and theological texts linked to their 
own traditions and identity, was not very different from 
those of the Augustinians, Jesuits, Dominicans and Car-
melites. And it was the same in colonial contexts. While 
information on the Order’s libraries in Asia and Portu-
guese America is far from complete,2 there is enough to 
know that their collections were reasonably well stocked 
with treatises on dogmatic and moral theology, exegesis, 
patristics, sermon handbooks, the history of the Church 
and philosophy, to name only a few categories. A more 
“virtual” reconstruction, built on the basis of learned 
methods and the texts referred to in their writings, reveals 
not only intellectual practices similar to those found in 
the metropolitan world but also a textual world which, to 
a great extent, they shared with their co-religionists from 
the Old World. This was often supplemented by other er-
udite traditions and local religious, natural and medicinal 
knowledge, gathered from lived experience and knowl-
edge already accumulated by others in the region (Xavier, 
2011). Deep involvement in the field of erudition, further-
more, would become even more explicit from the end of 
the seventeenth century and over the course of the eight-
eenth century, when the Franciscans began —in Portu-
guese contexts, at least— to increase their presence in 
learned circles and academies, achieving even greater 
success in print than they had before (Kantor, 2004; Palo-
mo, 2014). 

In spite of everything, however, it is undeniable that 
in both the Spanish and Portuguese worlds the Friars Mi-
nor were less visible in print. In part, this was the result of 
an apparently weaker practice of writing. They never de-
veloped, for example, a system of written correspondence 
like the Jesuits did. And their limited involvement in aca-
demic spheres meant they were not particularly promi-
nent in genres like theological treatises, philosophy and 
canons. Only sermons and devotional texts seem to have 
had greater relevance and to have been printed in greater 
quantity. In summary, compared to the output of the Jesu-
its, Oratorians and Dominicans, the Franciscans wrote 
less —and possibly cultivated genres which we might to-
day consider to be less important. Indeed, a range of fac-
tors could be at play here— material issues, such as the 
high cost of printing a text for an institution principally 
identified with poverty (Xavier and Županov, 2014: 143), 
but also institutional issues within the Order which pre-
scribed who could be involved in learned activity and 
when and how they could do so, often making Franciscan 
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writing a controlled and authorized form of writing (Palo-
mo, 2014: 114-120). There were even issues of a spiritual 
nature; some friars saw writing as the expression of a sort 
of vanitas which went against the humility demanded of 
them, while others established an irreconcilable dichoto-
my between apostolic work and writing, contrary to the 
relatively common vision of writing as a way of prolong-
ing missionary activity (Palomo, 2015). 

Alongside these considerations, we should also pon-
der the importance which manuscripts had in Franciscan 
written production, both in the metropolitan and colonial 
worlds. Manuscripts undoubtedly played a central role in 
the Order’s means of communication and memory, which 
in principle entailed more restricted and controlled circu-
lation. To some extent, this also explains why the volume 
of extant texts represents in reality only a tiny part of 
what the Franciscans actually produced during the Early 
Modern Period, reinforcing yet again the charge of seem-
ing intellectual detachment which has so often been lev-
elled at them. However, the catalogues of Nicolás Anto-
nio, Barbosa Machado, Wadding and Juan de San Antonio 
contain several indications that a number of texts written 
by Franciscans were circulated in manuscript form and 
have since been lost. 

This apparent preference for manuscript form does 
not mean that the Franciscans did not also make use of 
print, or indeed that they were unaware of the technolo-
gy’s potential. We need only recall Juan de Santa María 
and Diego de San Francisco’s printed texts on Franciscan 
martyrs in Japan to prove this. They are a clear display of 
the intentional propaganda which Spanish Franciscans 
were so keen to use to capitalize upon the glory of the 
martyrs in Japan as part of their ongoing competition with 
the Jesuits.3 However, their use of printing was often con-
fined by determining factors which left many texts in 
manuscript form waiting to be printed: political con-
straints (like those which affected Bernardino de Sa-
hagún’s Historia General); the aforementioned financial 
issues; and decisions made by superiors in the Order ac-
cording to the opportunities and/or circumstances of the 
time. 

Such difficulties were perhaps exacerbated in colonial 
contexts, especially in places like Portuguese India and 
Portuguese America, where printing presses were only 
rarely (if at all) present, which meant writers had to turn 
to European printers for their needs. In these contexts, 
manuscript form probably played a more determining 
role, as shown by chronicles. Essentially, the chronicle 
genre, beyond its importance for recording history, for 
identity and for edification, often took on propagandistic 
tones in the disputes which took place within the mission-
ary field. The Jesuits were quickly able to put in writing 
the history of their missions in Asia and even in Portu-
guese America; the Friars Minor did not have such luck. 
In India, Paulo da Trindade never saw his Conquista 
Espiritual do Oriente printed, and writers such as Miguel 
da Ilha and Vicente do Salvador composed texts in the 
first decades of the seventeenth century on the Franciscan 
presence in Brazil which only ever circulated in manu-

script form. The first Franciscan chronicle on Brazil to be 
published was António de Santa Maria Jaboatão’s in 
1761, in which he recounted the works and writers of the 
province and showed how important manuscripts had 
been in his co-religionists’ written production (Jaboatão, 
1761: 209-228). Franciscan historiography was undoubt-
edly more visible in print, and at an earlier stage, in the 
Spanish world. Juan de Torquemada’s Monarquía Indi-
ana was published in Seville in 1615; Diego de Córdoba 
y Salinas’ Coronica on the province of Peru was printed 
in Lima in 1651; Diego de Mendoza’s work on the Fran-
ciscans of San Antonio de los Charcas was published in 
Madrid in 1661. Even then, though, there was a countless 
number of historical texts, like the two Historias of Tori-
bio de Benavente and Jerónimo de Mendieta, which cir-
culated in manuscript form. In New Spain itself, where 
printing was quite common, at least during the sixteenth 
century, the circulation of handwritten texts was always a 
particularly important instrument of evangelization and 
more generally in the shaping of Franciscan intellectual 
culture (González Rodríguez, 1992). 

We must not, however, neglect to mention the status 
of visual culture, and even oral culture,4 in the Francis-
cans’ means of communication and memory within the 
Iberian world. The use of images in New Spanish mis-
sionary contexts is well-known, such as the pictographic 
language found in catechisms such as Peter of Ghent’s. 
Furthermore, it was particularly successfully expressed in 
Diego de Valadés’ Rhetorica Christiana (Perugia, 1579). 
This text, as is obvious from its title, underlined the im-
portance of orality as a vehicle for evangelizing indige-
nous people. However, it also included some 26 engrav-
ings, a number of which were offered as a powerful 
mnemonic tool for the ministers who were tasked with 
the conversion (Maza, 1945; Báez Rubí, 2005; Ortega 
Sánchez, 2013). The emblematic and hybrid character of 
some of Valadés’ images was also present in drawings in 
Portuguese India, such as in Fr. António de São Tiago’s 
Visão de Afonso Henriques, a text of political providen-
tialism which is analyzed in the present dossier by Ângela 
Barreto Xavier. The Franciscans used images, in fact, for 
a variety of purposes. For Fr. Cristóvão de Lisboa, for ex-
ample, they were an instrument for natural knowledge: he 
depicted over 160 species in his História dos animaes e 
arvores do Maranhão (Walter, 2000). But images could 
also be used for propagandistic and devotional purposes; 
Jacques Callot and Wolfgang Kilian’s engravings about 
the Franciscan martyrs of Nagasaki had a particular great 
reception across the whole Iberian world, and were repli-
cated in altars, paintings and tiles such as those which are 
found in the convents of Saint Francis in Porto and Reci-
fe. The frescoes at Cuernavaca, although based on other 
sources, also depicted the same episode. 

IMPERIAL CONNECTIONS

Despite the relative lack of attention they have re-
ceived, the Franciscans were often at the forefront of the 
political, social and religious make-up of the regions 
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which constituted the Iberian empires. They were without 
doubt an essential element in proselytizing activities 
which went beyond the strictly religious. They thus con-
tributed, through indoctrination and religious framing, to 
the political and cultural integration of indigenous peo-
ples living under Spanish and Portuguese rule, seeking to 
turn them into “good Christians” and hence into “good 
subjects” (Xavier, 2008; Díaz Serrano, 2010; Díaz Serra-
no, 2012). But, along with their religious roles, they were 
also central to the make-up of the societies which emerged 
in overseas Iberian contexts. Not only did they create 
links with indigenous people, mestizos, slaves and so on 
through their doctrinas, brotherhoods and other institu-
tions, but they also established close relations with colo-
nial elites themselves, often demonstrating a certain level 
of overlap with criollo/casado groups.5

The experience of the Asian and American worlds 
made the Franciscans, along with other groups, somewhat 
“specialists” or “experts” on the Empire (Gruzinski, 
2010: 185-205). The duties they carried out in the mis-
sionary field allowed them to build up considerable 
knowledge of “worldly matters”, of the places and natural 
environments which they inhabited, of the range of native 
political, social, religious and cultural realities they faced. 
In this field, it was undoubtedly the Capuchins, another 
branch of the Franciscan family, who were particularly 
keen to describe such matters in their writings concerning 
their missions in the Atlantic —missions paid for by 
Rome and other powers (Daher, 2002; Santos, 2011). But 
the Franciscans in the service of the Iberian crowns also 
took part in the written and/or visual production of this 
missionary and colonial knowledge. In general, this 
knowledge was built on a complex exchange between the 
European world, which acted as a point of reference, and 
indigenous or local knowledge which the friars brought 
together and accommodated to their own logic with the 
aim of understanding and controlling that knowledge 
(Castelnau-L’Estoile et al., 2011). Mastering the indige-
nous languages is an excellent example of this: for the 
task of evangelization itself, knowledge of these languag-
es implied “colonizing” them, fitting them into (Latin) 
grammatical models which were foreign to them, often 
configuring “general languages” and, in some cases, also 
giving them a written form (Pinheiro, 2009; Estenssoro 
and Itier, 2015). As well as grammar manuals and dic-
tionaries, such as those written by Andrés de Olmos, 
Alonso de Molina (Nahuatl), Cristóvão de Jesús (Konka-
ni) and Mateus de Jesús María (Aruan), this linguistic 
knowledge entailed the production, and often the transla-
tion, into indigenous languages of an endless stream of 
catechisms, manuals of confession and other doctrinal 
and devotional texts produced to serve as an instrument 
for evangelization. 

Missionary activity also favored the development of 
an almost ethnographic knowledge about the societies 
which were the object of conversion efforts. In this re-
spect, Franciscan written production about the sixteenth-
century Meso-American world (Motolinia, Sahagún, 
Mendieta, Torquemada), once again, is particularly elo-

quent on the strategic and missionary interest in under-
standing those societies, but also on the methods used to 
understand and describe their social and political order, 
their forms of belief, and their material culture —meth-
ods not really different from those employed by the mis-
sionaries of other religious orders. Far from readings of 
these texts which have removed them from their contexts, 
which have seen in them expressions of an avant-la-lettre 
anthropology and ethnography, it is better to interpret 
them essentially as forms of “cultural translations”, nec-
essarily conditioned by ideological factors, by specific 
schemas of knowledge and belief, by concrete expecta-
tions and by defined intentions. All of these elements in-
evitably shaped the vision built by the Franciscan mis-
sionaries —as the visions built by other missionaries— about 
the indigenous populations in the Americas and in India, 
dictating the categories which they used to identify them 
and identify their rites, “idolatries”, customs, government 
and social hierarchies (Ríos Castaño, 2014; Xavier and 
Županov, 2015). 

These epistemological factors were also instrumental 
in the development of a particular type of natural knowl-
edge towards which the Franciscans, thanks to their spir-
itual tradition, were probably especially inclined.6 Built 
on the foundation of their own experiences and the indig-
enous knowledge which they gathered, this understand-
ing of the natural world was given material form in de-
scriptions of spaces, but also through the accumulation of 
information about the regions’ flora and fauna and about 
the potential uses and applications of fruits, plants, birds 
and so on. Indeed, some even produced complete phar-
macopoeias and texts on medicinal knowledge and prac-
tice which were usually based on indigenous traditions 
(Pardo-Tomás, 2013). This natural knowledge often took 
on an essentially pragmatic outlook, focused on the quali-
ties and characteristics of the objects they were describ-
ing; they were sometimes represented visually, as in Cris-
tóvão de Lisboa’s aforementioned História. In other 
cases, however, understanding of flora and fauna of the 
imperial territories was conditioned by a theologically-
rooted perception of the world, whose legibility allowed 
the writers, through a kind of exegetic exercise, to decode 
the spiritual and moral significance of plants and animals 
(Pimentel and Marcaida, 2008). 

As noted above, the Franciscans were deeply involved 
with colonial societies alongside their role in the mission-
ary field and in the production of colonial knowledge. 
They often became keen observers of these societies, of 
their mixed nature, of the problems arising at the heart of 
them between different groups and wishes, and of the 
problems arising from metropolitan power structures. At 
times, they spoke up to criticize the colonizers’ and the 
Crown’s abuses, and at other times set out to defend the 
interests of specific groups and of their own institutions. 
The quantity of reflections arising from their experiences 
of the colonial world was by no means small —reflec-
tions on the two Empires, on their history and construc-
tion, on their governance, on the regions they occupied 
and on those regions’ inhabitants. And these reflections 
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translated into several genres, some of them unexpected: 
accounts addressed to the King, but also chronicles, hagi-
ographies, writings on natural history, sermons and devo-
tional texts. They all served as forms of writing in which 
the authors could not only level criticism and heap praise, 
but also articulate (often by employing their dense intel-
lectual heritage) specific ways of understanding the Span-
ish and Portuguese monarchies, deeply rooted in their co-
lonial context. Traditions native to Europe —millenarism, 
providentialism, Roman imperialism, stoicism, and so 
on— and even elements of local politic imaginations of-
ten were at the basis of the religious and missionary dis-
courses on imperial realities (MacCormack, 2007). 

In this sense, the Franciscans continually sustained, 
both in Portuguese India and in Iberian America, a litera-
ture which in some ways came to proclaim the worth of 
colonial spaces, which were often relegated to subalterni-
ty by the metropolitan outlook. Friars such as Alonso de 
la Rea, Antonio Ramírez and António do Rosário under-
lined in chronicles and other texts the perfection of the 
climate, nature and the riches in the provinces where they 
lived. They thus sought to “sanctify” these territories, of-
ten framing them in Edenic terms and adopting a dis-
course which other colonial actors also used (Holanda, 
2010; Cañizares-Esguerra, 2008: 239-283; Rubial García, 
2010: 210-230). Lives and hagiographies also played a 
fundamental role when building up this tropical holiness, 
a land which always had “criollista” undertones (Rubial 
García, 1999). It is little wonder, then, that the Francis-
cans quickly attracted a good number of people born in 
the colonies to families of Spanish and Portuguese origin. 
In some places, like Peru, the links with criollo groups 
were even more intense than those established by the Jes-
uits (Gálvez Peña, 2012). Aspirations for autonomy and 
the demands made in the face of the position of ga-
chupines and reinóis found a perfect expression in the 
writings of the Franciscans in New Spain, Peru, Brazil 
and Portuguese India. They thus contributed to the growth 
of a criollo self-consciousness or self-identity which ran 
through much of their writing and which also often fa-
vored the emergence of an urban patriotism and even the 
resignification of the indigenous past (Lavallé, 1982; Ru-
bial García, 2010: 213-342; Xavier, 2007; Jeanne, 2012; 
Gálvez Peña, 2012).

But Franciscan texts did not only reflect the aspira-
tions of colonizers of peninsular origin. At times, they ac-
companied friars’ efforts to frame certain communities 
within the heart of colonial societies and integrate them, 
defining and reinforcing their respective identities within 
an ethnically and culturally mixed world. And promoting 
specific devotions through sermons, images, celebrations 
and so on often proved to be an effective way of doing 
that. Beyond the cults advocated specifically to indige-
nous populations, there were several others related to spe-
cific members of the Order which the Franciscans at-
tempted to integrate into some groups’ daily lives. One 
important example is the figure of Gonçalo Garcia, a mes-
tizo. Born in Portuguese India and one of the friars mar-
tyred in Nagasaki in 1597, he became a particularly suc-

cessful object of worship in the Portuguese-American 
world during the eighteenth century, becoming a devo-
tional referent promoted to pardo communities in places 
like Bahia and Recife (Bezerra and Almeida, 2012).

The connections between the Asian and American 
worlds associated with Garcia and his cult in Portuguese 
America bring to light one final aspect of the phenomena 
which resulted from the Franciscans’ role in the imperial 
Iberian world. The growth of a truly international net-
work of convents allowed members of the Order to estab-
lish links with each other between Mexico, Macau, Goa, 
Lima, Seville and a number of other places, which in turn 
encouraged the circulation of books, images, money, rel-
ics and people. It allowed for journeys like Martín Igna-
cio de Loyola’s between Spanish America, the Philip-
pines and Portuguese Asia, and for the publication in New 
Spain of Diego de San Francisco’s manuscript Relación, 
written in the Philippines in 1625, with an imprint from 
Manila. A central role in the formation of these connec-
tions went to those who moved from the frontiers of both 
Empires to their European centers. Diego de Valadés, 
Jerónimo de Mendieta, Miguel da Purificação, Bue-
naventura de Salinas y Córdoba and Francisco de Ayeta 
all travelled to advance their provinces’ affairs, from par-
ticipating in general congregations to demanding autono-
my and government, from jurisdictional conflicts with 
bishops to recruiting missionaries and attempting to pro-
mote the beatification of certain figures (Rubial García, 
2012; Gálvez Peña, 2012; Jeanne, 2012; Xavier, 2014). 
They often carried their own texts or their co-religionists’ 
(such as catechisms, grammar manuals, chronicles, hagi-
ographies and records) which they sought to have printed 
in Europe or which they simply presented to their superi-
ors or to the royal and pontifical authorities. In part, they 
thus contributed to “making present” imperial realities in 
metropolitan contexts. This, in turn, simultaneously con-
tributed to the accumulation of a large body of linguistic, 
political and natural knowledge in Lisbon, Madrid and 
Rome, which other friars used to form their own new per-
ceptions of colonial worlds (Xavier and Županov, 2015: 
158-201).

The present dossier brings together five studies based 
on the topics outlined in this brief introduction, all of 
which focus on a different aspect of the Franciscans’ in-
tellectual output in Iberian imperial contexts, and espe-
cially within the Portuguese Empire. The first essay, by 
Ângela Barreto Xavier, analyzes how political providen-
tialism was expressed in Portuguese India by António de 
São Tiago, who used it as an instrument to legitimize the 
Braganza monarchy. This theme of the formation of an 
imperial imagination created in colonial places is contin-
ued by Federico Palomo, who focuses on António do 
Rosário and his text Frutas do Brasil (Lisbon, 1702) and 
examines how the author made use of his knowledge of 
the plant-based natural world to construct a complex al-
legory rooted in Portuguese America. Zoltán Biedermann 
explores how the notion of spiritual conquest affected the 
textual organization of knowledge in Paulo da Trindade’s 
Conquista Espiritual do Oriente, written in the 1630s. He 
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stresses the prevalence given to time over space in this 
Franciscan friar work. Trindade weakened the link between 
knowledge and space, making time to emerge as a central 
organizing principle. Liam Brockey’s work looks at the 
construction of Franciscan historical records in East Asia, 
underlining both how they differ from other orders’ chroni-
cles and the role they played in disputes with other mis-
sionary groups such as the Society of Jesus. Chronicles are 
also the subject of Zulmira Santos’ work, which focuses on 
António Maria Jaboatão’s Orbe Brasilico (Lisbon, 1761). 
However, her analysis homes in on the role which the text 
played, at a time when the Jesuit Order was in crisis, in en-
trenching “Franciscan holiness” in Portuguese-America 
and in turn attempting to create a Franciscan Brazil. 

I would like to end this introduction by thanking all 
the authors for their commitment and interest in contrib-
uting to this dossier, as well as the journal’s editorial 
board for the opportunity to take forward this project and 
the trust they have placed in me.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This dossier has been undertaken as part of the projects 
Letras de frailes: textos, cultura escrita y franciscanos en 
Portugal y el Imperio portugués (siglos XVI-XVIII) 
– HAR2011-23523; and Imperios de papel: textos, cultura 
escrita y religiosos en la configuración del Imperio portu-
gués en la Edad Moderna (1580-1668) – HAR2014-
52693-P. Both are funded by the Spanish Ministry of Econ-
omy and Competitiveness. I would like to thank Matt 
Stokes for his care in translating the text of the present Edi-
torial into English.

NOTES

1 At times, the differences were more a result of the duties – teach-
ing and apostolic – which each religious establishment had, rather 
than the Order to which they belonged. For example, such differ-
ences might arise between a Jesuit college and a Jesuit professed 
house, or between a mendicant convent with an educational func-
tion versus one without such a function (Carvalho, 1998: XXIII).

2 In the case of the Portuguese-Asian imperial territories, we only 
know the inventory of the Convent of Santo António de Tana 
from 1725 (Xavier, 2011). In the case of Portuguese America, we 
have been able to partially reconstruct the libraries of Salvador, 
Olinda, Paraíba and Igarassu (Almeida, 2012: II, 481-532). In the 
case of Spanish America, a small number of deposits, such as the 
San Gabriel Collection in the Franciscan Library of Cholula 
(Puebla, Mexico) also give an idea of how important libraries 
were in Franciscan convents. Among the inventories published, it 
is worth noting the Colegio de Tlatelolco’s, which was founded 
in 1536 (Mathes, 1982). 

3 Neither must we forget the role which Fr. Juan de Zumárraga 
played as Bishop in the introduction of the printing press to New 
Spain in 1539 (Toribio Medina, 1907-1912: vol. 1; Zulaica 
Gárate, 1939), or how important the installation of a printing 
press in the Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco itself was for the 
circulation of a number of Franciscan texts (Mathes, 1995). 

4 Oral culture was not only important or preaching and teaching in 
Franciscan missionary contexts. Texts like Bernadino de Sahagún’s 
Coloquios and the Huehuetlahtolli, a collection of texts collated by 
Andrés de Olmos in 1553, did not reproduce real examples of in-
digenous orality, as has been argued. They were in fact texts “con-
structed” by friars (Dehouve, 2000 and Dehouve, 2014). However, 

the very wish itself to recreate this type of orality and discourse 
shows how the Franciscans bestowed considerable status upon oral 
forms of communication and memory; indeed, Sahagún’s own 
methods when writing his Historia had a significant component of 
oral communication (Pardo Tomás, 2013). In the same sense, there 
is a range of evidence which suggests that in some Portuguese 
provinces oral memory about the friars known for their virtue was 
still present in the seventeenth century (Palomo, 2015). 

5 The term casado was used as a generic category to denote Portu-
guese people who lived in the Estado da Índia, versus clerics, 
soldiers and reinóis (people sent by the King). The term could 
also encompass converted locals (casados negros). 

6 Francis of Assisi and Bonaventura’s spirituality established a par-
ticular relationship with nature, seeing in its elements God’s pres-
ence. Thus, decoding nature was understood as a mean to ap-
proach the Creator (Vauchez, 2009: 394-426). In this regard, the 
intellectual output of the Franciscans linked to Oxford and Paris 
Universities during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, was 
particularly important in fields such as mathematics or natural phi-
losophy. Among others, Robert Grosseteste, Barthomeus Angli-
cus, Duns Scotus, and Roger Bacon’s writings improved the use 
of an experimental way for understanding natural reality (Lenhart, 
1924). In the early sixteenth century Spain, for example, the Ber-
nardino de Laredo’s spiritual works were framed by a strong med-
ical/pharmacological perspective (Buffon, 2013: 361-367; Boon, 
2012: 85-107), which found continuity in the colonial world.
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