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ABSTRACT 

 
 

This thesis argues San Juan Nepomuceno was an integral part of the rise of the criollo 

consciousness and its visual culture by presenting archival evidence of the saint‟s 

devotion being cultivated by the criollos and Jesuits throughout the viceroyalty.  It 

analyzes visual evidence of the saint by analyzing both the saint‟s iconography and the 

uniquely New World objects such as the monja coronada paintings and the escudo de 

monjas on which his image is found and their social function during the viceregal era. 

The saint was indigenized by symbols representing the New World and eventually 

integrated into the nationalist image matrix. My thesis seeks to explore why the lay 

criollos incorporated this foreign devotion within their culture and identity.  Like the 

eagle and the Virgen de Guadalupe, Nepomuceno was a patriotic symbol and source of 

nationalist pride for the criollo. 
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Introduction 

Although the name San Juan Nepomuceno is not often heard today, he was a saint 

whose cult was widely popular in Latin America beginning in the sixteenth century when 

the cult was imported by the Jesuits.  His popularity was so extensive that it has lasted 

even to the present day.  Nepomuceno was a fourteenth century saint from the Central 

European region of Bohemia.  His hagiography tells us that he was martyred when he 

refused to betray the confidence of his queen by keeping the contents of her confession 

secret from King Wenceslaus IV who suspected his wife of infidelity.  Nepomuceno has 

many attributes, but he is best known as the patron saint of keeping secrets.  He was also 

a guard against slander, an attribute which, as we shall see, held great appeal for the two 

demographics who most heavily supported his cult in viceregal Mexico: the Jesuits and 

the criollos. 

The viceregal era, lasted from the Conquest in the early sixteenth century until 

1820 when Mexico declared Independence from Spain.  The Spanish crown wielded an 

enormous bureaucracy in an effort to control the vast reaches of its empire.  To this 

effect, the Spanish territories in the New World were divided into sections and headed by 

a viceroy who governed on behalf of the Spanish King.  The Viceroyalty of New Spain 

was comprised of all of present day Mexico, much of Central America and large parts of 

North America.  It goes without saying that this is an enormous stretch of time and 

geography and thus my thesis focused on works produced in New Spain in the final 

decades of the viceroyalty.   
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It was in this time that images of San Juan Nepomuceno abounded across all 

media, including architecture in the form of retablos, or altarpieces, to small-scale, 

personal devotional works.  Indeed this was the time that visual culture began to reflect 

the development of nationalist pride and the Mexican identity.  The crux of this 

development was the rise of the criollo consciousness.  In other words, the ethnically 

Spanish, elite class, born in the New World, found an awareness of their own unique 

cultural identity separate from that of Spain. 

Images of San Juan Nepomuceno were made in no small numbers in viceregal 

Latin America, especially in what is present-day Mexico.  He is often pictured with or 

alongside the Virgen de Guadalupe whose vast breadth of visual representation often 

overshadows other cult images.  The Virgen de Guadalupe played a key role in the 

development of the Mexican identity, yet the relationship between her devotion and that 

of the less well-known San Juan Nepomuceno has yet to be treated by scholars.  San Juan 

Nepomuceno is also frequently pictured with various other iterations of Marian devotion 

such as the Virgen de Remedios, the Virgin of the Apocalypse and the Virgin of the 

Immaculate Conception, all of whom were integral to the development of criollo and 

nativist patriotism.  Furthermore, his image is frequently seen in two uniquely criollo 

pictorial traditions of nun portraiture: the monja coronada (crowned nun) and its 

corollary, the escudo de monja (nun‟s shield).  The following thesis will explore the close 

relationship between the cult images of San Juan Nepomuceno and the other saints in the 

context of the visual culture of the developing criollo consciousness. I will demonstrate 
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that his cult played a critical role among the pantheon of saints that shaped the growing 

national pride and criollo identity in viceregal Mexico. 

I argue that San Juan Nepomuceno was an integral part of the rise of the criollo 

consciousness and its visual culture.  He is frequently shown with symbols representing 

the New World like cacti, eagles, and indigenous figures.  He was also shown with 

various iterations of the Virgin Mary, especially the Virgin of the Apocalypse and the 

Virgen de Guadalupe who, until recently, has loomed over colonial studies 

overshadowing the study of development of the criollo identity.   

In her dissertation, The Jesuits and the Visual Arts in New Spain, Luisa Alcalá 

points out that while the scholarship surrounding the development of criollo identity and 

the role of the Virgin de Guadalupe in Mexican visual culture is abundant, its very 

breadth reveals a bias Alcalá argues, however, that other saints‟ cults, such as the Virgin 

of Loreto and the Virgin of Remedios, should be added to what she calls the “pantheon of 

devotions unique to the viceroyalty”.1  The hagiography and visual culture that 

surrounded these devotions were rich in iconography that held special meanings for 

criollos.  

The Society of Jesus deserves much credit in the development of San Juan 

Nepomuceno‟s presence and ubiquity in the visual culture of New Spain.  It is generally 

agreed that the Jesuits imported the saint in the sixteenth century shortly after the Order 

had established itself in the New World2.  Their continued support of the cult, however, 

can be interpreted as an example of expedient selection.  Expedient selection is Samuel 

Edgerton‟s theory which proposes that two parties involved in the exchange of an idea 
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are active agents selecting imagery which has significance and meaning for themselves 

and the other.3  Edgerton applies this theory to the early encounters of the Spanish 

missionaries and the indigenous populations immediately following, it is especially 

illuminating when applied to analyses of later viceregal art.  It allows us to parse out the 

interests and objectives of the criollos and the Jesuits who fostered the development of 

the cult, and gain insight into how and why the devotion of this obscure saint would 

develop so quickly and to such breadth in viceregal Mexico. 

The Jesuits had their own reasons to cultivate the devotion of San Juan 

Nepomuceno not only in Mexico, but also throughout Europe.4  San Juan Nepomuceno 

had the advantage of being a local saint and a source of local pride in his native region of 

Bohemia when the Jesuits began their missionary efforts in Central Europe in the early 

seventeenth century.  The saint also emphasized the sanctity of the sacrament of 

confession which had come under attack during the Lutheran Reformation.5  Yet these 

alone are not enough to explain the saint‟s immense popularity among criollos, as well as 

among the other social classes of colonial Latin America.  Katherine Moore has argued 

that Nepomuceno fulfilled particular functions in viceregal society and specifically for the 

Jesuits in New Spain.   

This paper will seek to reduce the gap in scholarship by exploring how and why 

the lay criollos, working in tandem with the Jesuits, so thoroughly incorporated this 

foreign devotion within their culture and identity.  This includes their patronage of some 

of the more idiosyncratic artistic practices in colonial Mexico such as the portraits of 

nuns made upon their taking the cloth and the use of escudo de monja (nun‟s shield) later 
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discussed in depth.  San Juan Nepomuceno‟s likeness is often found on escudos de 

monjas from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  The inclusion of San Juan 

Nepomuceno‟s image within both of these art objects can also help us to understand what 

cultural significance this saint held for those of the criollo class.   

In the various iterations of the saint, whether in texts or images produced in or for 

New Spain, what becomes apparent is a strong identification with the saint on the part of 

the criollo.  Naming one‟s children after him; reading and devoting prayers to him; 

financing a commission of his likeness for one‟s home or parish: considered together 

within the historical context of colonial society, these things reveal the highly revered 

place among devotions unique to the viceroyalty that San Juan Nepomuceno occupied. 

The name Juan Nepomuceno appears in other contexts as well.  In a portrait by an 

unidentified artist dating from late eighteenth century colonial Mexico (Figure 1), we see 

the progeny of Miguel de Berrio y Zalidivar (1716-79) who was named a counselor of the 

Real Audiencia and inductee knight of the Order of Santiago and his wife, the countess of 

San Mateo de Valparariso6.  Both Miguel and the countess were members of the criollo 

nobility evidenced not only by their plethora of titles, but also the fair skin and fine 

clothes of their children, carefully represented in the portrait.  The younger son, named 

Juan Nepomuceno Maria Guadalupe, would grow up to be the next Marquis of Jaral de 

Berrio.  The name Maria Guadalupe was given to both men and women and was a sign of 

national pride, with its reference to the Virgen de Guadalupe.7  Its proximity to the name 

Maria de Guadalupe, a saint unique to the viceroyalty, is critical to the development of 
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the criollo consciousness as well as the Mexican identity.  The frequent juxtaposition of 

San Juan Nepomuceno and the Virgen de Guadalupe provides a clue to larger questions. 

This portrait of criollo children, whose lineage is indicated by the list of titles and 

family names marching across the length of the painting, has much to tell us about 

colonial Latin American society.  The young siblings are dressed in the latest French 

fashions.  The details of the girl‟s dress are carefully and meticulously portrayed, as well 

as the ribbon and pearl embellishments in her elaborate hair style.  Even her fashionable 

red shoes peek out from under her voluminous dress so that their finery will not be 

missed by the viewer.  Her younger brother, though only a toddler, is sumptuously 

dressed in a deep red velvet garment covered by a black-buttoned jacket.  His head is 

topped with a black cap that is both jeweled and feathered.  According to the caption, 

Juan Nepomuceno was only ten months old at the time of this portrait.  The clothing of 

both children, as well as the furniture of the room they occupy, speak to a growing trend 

of criollo fascination with French and European culture in general.  Paradoxically, the 

criollos were at once fascinated with and, as well shall see, resistant to European 

culture.   

The De Berrio y Zaldivar portrait shows the family‟s concern with social status 

and birth, as indicated by the recording of the family names and titles.  Despite the 

thousands of miles of distance, it is clear these children belong to a family which could 

afford and were interested in keeping up with the latest fashions in Europe.  Rather than 

merely imitating European artistic trends, criollos seemed to favor art that blurred the 

lines between the so-called Baroque and Neoclassical, revealing an awareness of artistic 
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trends in Europe, but at the same time a certain distance from them.  The portrait shows a 

technical ability in the careful depiction of the different fabrics and their drapery.  This is 

not a matter of artistic naiveté, but a conscious decision.  In his forward to Jacques 

Lafaye‟s Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe: The Formation of the Mexican National 

Consciousness, Octavio Paz argues that the criollo did not want to create merely an 

imitation of Spain, but rather, quite deliberately, a culturally distinct new Spain.8  

 The portrait functions quite literally as a picture of criollo identification 

with San Juan Nepomuceno even to the extent of naming one‟s child after him.  This is 

coupled with other visual indicators of criollo culture such as lavish fashions and 

amalgams of European artistic trends.  By contextualizing images of San Juan 

Nepomuceno within criollo society, as well as analyzing archival evidence of both Jesuits 

and criollos cultivating his devotion, this paper will demonstrate its importance within 

society in New Spain.  Both Alcalá and Moore have thoroughly argued San Juan 

Nepomuceno‟s importance for the Jesuits, many of whom hailed from the criollo class. 

The following paper analyzes images of San Juan Nepomuceno within the context of the 

domestic setting as seen with in monja coronada, or crowned-nun, portraiture.   I also 

analyze the corollary tradition of crowned-nun portraiture, called the escudo de monja, or 

nun‟s-shield.  The nun‟s shield tradition evidences the powerful identification with the 

saint on the part of the criollo.  They also serve as examples of a frequently made visual 

connection between San Juan Nepomuceno and Marian imagery steeped with nationalist 

iconography.  Given the social function of these works, San Juan Nepomuceno‟s frequent 
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inclusion in their iconographic programs provides the most compelling body of evidence 

for the saint‟s close ties to criollo consciousness and the development of their identity.   
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Chapter 1: Origins of the Cult of San Juan Nepomuceno 
 
 

Understanding the importance of San Juan Nepomuceno in the context of 

viceregal Mexico is impossible without first taking a step back and considering the 

history of the saint‟s cult.  Today, San Juan Nepomuceno is the patron saint of the Czech 

Republic where his native region, Bohemia, is located.  In 1961, during the Vatican‟s 

Second Council, his cult was suppressed around the world with the exception of two 

places: the Czech and Slovak Republics and in Mexico.9  While there is much dispute 

about the veracity of the saint‟s history, his hagiography has enjoyed intense appeal to 

populations in both Central Europe and Latin America.  Most likely because of the 

intimation of resistance against unjust rule detailed in his Vita Beata, in both places his 

cult took on a nationalistic flavor.   

According to the New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, Juan Nepomuceno was a 

priest who lived in the fourteenth century in Bohemia, a region in th present-day Czech 

Republic.  John was assassinated during a dispute between the Archbishop of Prague and 

King Wenceslaus IV.10  His legend also tells that he was the confessor of Joan of Bavaria, 

wife of the Wenceslaus IV, who was a degenerate king reputed to have mistreated his 

queen.  Wenceslaus suspected his wife of infidelity, but when he questioned the priest he 

was denied access to the contents of her confession.  Despite time in prison and even 

multiple bouts of torture, San Juan Nepomuceno refused to violate the sacrament of 

confession.  In 1393, he was thrown off the bridge over the river Moldau for not 

participating in the king‟s schemes.11  In the place where the priest sank to his death, five 

stars were seen marking his martyrdom and ultimately became part of his iconography.12 
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San Juan Nepomuceno was venerated throughout regions of Central Europe 

including present-day Germany, the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Italy and vast 

stretches of Latin America.13  In addition to being the patron saint of keeping secrets, he 

was considered the patron saint of good reputations and could be called on to protect 

against calumny.  He was also a patron of the clergy because of his refusal to violate the 

sacrament of confession.  San Juan Nepomuceno was also named as a co-patron of the 

Order of the Jesuits who held the office of the confessional in high esteem.  The Jesuits 

themselves were deeply involved in his canonization.14  Lastly, the saint was associated 

with water: he was considered a patron saint of sailors as well as invoked as a protector 

for areas subject to floods or droughts.15 

The earliest images of the saint began to surface towards the end of the sixteenth 

century.  During the reign of the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II, member of the 

Hapsburg dynasty, Nepomuceno was named the patron saint of the Imperial family, long 

before the cult received official recognition from Rome.16  Interestingly, and indicative of 

the power and appeal of the cult, this occurred one hundred and thirty years before the 

saint was even beatified and one hundred and forty years before he was canonized.  In the 

eighteenth century, an account of the saint‟s life and miracles, called a Vita Beata (The 

Holy Life) was published as part of the effort to have the saint beatifed.  Plate 29 of the 

Vita Beata includes two allegorical figures representing the Hapsburg lineage (Figure 

2).   When the Bourbon family came to power in Spain there was apparently a 

competition between the Hapsburgs and the Bourbons in determining who could be the 

most ostentatious patron of the saint.17   
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It should also be noted that early images of San Juan Nepomuceno began 

circulating during the years after the Council of Trent from 1545 until 1563.18  The 

Council was convened as a massive effort on the part of the Catholic Church to officially 

establish the Church‟s stance on issues that had led to the Lutheran Reformation of 

1517.19  One of the critical aspects of the Tridentine Council was the reinvigoration of the 

use of art for devotional practices and for educational purposes.   

Many of the early images of San Juan Nepomuceno were engraved illustrations in 

books.20  Using images for the purposes of indoctrination had been a mainstay of 

Christianity since the beginning of the Church.  Even Martin Luther conceded the 

usefulness of images for teaching purposes and used illustrations in both his translation of 

the Bible as well as his own catechism.21  But it was the combination of educational text 

and printed, devotional imagery that the Catholic Church found to be most 

efficacious.  “The printed book, illustrated with woodcuts, engravings or prints, replaced 

the illuminated book [of the Middle Ages], with the enormous advantage of easy 

multiplication and relatively low cost”.22  The Society of Jesus was especially involved in 

the production of illustrated books; a number of them involving San Juan Nepomuceno 

were circulated throughout Europe and the New World.   

Although the saint had a devout following for centuries, it was the publication of 

his illustrated hagiography by the Jesuits in the eighteenth century that officially 

established his iconography.  Originally published without illustrations, the story of the 

saint‟s life titled Vita Beata Joannis Nepomuceni martyris23, was written in 1680 by a 

Czech Jesuit named Bolhusar Balbinus (Figure 4).  Balbinus‟ text became the standard 
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account of his life.24  In 1725, a second edition was published which included thirty-two 

prints by a Flemish engraver named Johann Andreas Pfeffel the Elder. In the illustrations, 

San Juan Nepomuceno was often shown wearing the white lace confessional vestment 

that referred to his dedication to the sacrament of confession, as well as a black biretta 

indicating that he was a secular priest.25  His iconography also sometimes included a 

cloak made of ermine suggesting his purity: the small, all-white animals, according to 

legend would prefer death to soiling their fur.26  Wearing an animal-skin cloak also 

visually connected him to Saint John the Baptist who was often pictured wearing a skin 

cloak to represent the time he spent as an ascetic religious wandering in the 

wilderness.27  San Juan Nepomuceno is also often pictured with a palm leaf or a halo of 

five stars, both of which symbolize his martyrdom.  

While many of Pfeffel‟s prints are visually repetitive, several themes emerge in 

the saint‟s iconography that offer insight into the attributes of the saint‟s cult that made 

his devotion so appealing.   The images draw parallels to the life of Saint John the 

Baptist, make a connection of the saint to the Virgin Mary; and lastly, depict the saint as 

an almsgiver.  In Plate 2 (Figure 3), the saint‟s birth is depicted and used to draw an 

analogy to Saint John the Baptist.28  In the top central text, the verse from the first chapter 

of Luke is cited that prophesied John the Baptist‟s birth to Elizabeth, the elderly cousin of 

the Virgin Mary.  The correlation with Saint John the Baptist is seen again in plates 3 and 

21.  The tumultuous relationship between Saint John the Baptist and King Herod, which 

also ended in the saint‟s martyrdom, is presented as the antetype to the conflict between 

San Juan Nepomuceno and his conflict with King Wencelaus IV. 
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The saint‟s defiance of secular authority, his dedication to the truth and stalwart 

faith made him an attractive example for those who suffered under an oppressive foreign 

rule.  As we shall see, the cult of San Juan Nepomuceno would also offer the Society of 

Jesus and the criollo populations living in viceregal Mexico a model for steadfast 

devotion in the face of persecution.  The Jesuits seemed to promote the saint‟s cult for 

two reasons.  As a local saint, San Juan Nepomuceno helped bolster their missionary 

efforts in Bohemia.  He was both a source of pride, and also appealed to the people 

because his life story mirrored their contemporary political situation.  In 1621, the Czech 

Republic had come under the control of Hapsburg Austria.29  San Juan Nepomuceno 

became a martyr because he defied his king and remained true to his beliefs.   For a 

people under foreign, perhaps unjust rule, this idea would have particularly potent appeal. 

His story also suggested a defense of the sacrament of confession, which had 

come under attack by the Protestants during the Reformation.  In the case of the Jesuits, 

who came under attack from within the Roman Catholic Church itself, San Juan 

Nepomuceno offered an opportunity to emphasize their utmost dedication to the 

confidentiality of the confessional.  Because of their perceived great personal wealth and 

their reputation for developing close relationships with high-placed officials, families, 

and courtiers, the Jesuits were often accused of unethical dealings, financial or 

otherwise.30  

In an anonymous oil-on-paper dating from late eighteenth-century Mexico in the 

Brooklyn Museum of Art collection (Figure 5), San Juan Nepomuceno‟s association with 

the confessional is emphasized.  The saint, whose head is surrounded by a glowing 
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mandorla, presides over the events of the confessional.  In the center, the saint listens to a 

man‟s confession.  The man‟s leg is chained to a ghoulish devil who grasps the chain in 

an effort to keep the man from confessing his sins.  On the left of the composition a 

winged angel stands close to the man, now absolved of his sins, in a protective 

posture.  Below the confessional is a scene of the saint‟s martyrdom which is based on 

another of Pfeffel‟s prints (Plate 23).  The bridge over the river Moldau from which the 

saint was thrown can be seen in the lower left.      

In San Juan Nepomuceno, central Europeans since the fourteenth century had 

seen a symbol of local pride as well as an advocate to turn to in the face of foreign 

rule.  The Jesuits were able to harness that potency in their missionary work in Central 

Europe.  Indeed Nepomuceno offered the Jesuits themselves spiritual refuge from 

outsiders‟ attacks.  In the sixteenth century, when the Jesuits began to make the trek to 

the New World, they had many choices of which saints‟ cults to inculcate.  By selecting 

this Central European saint to import to New Spain, the Society of Jesus had made a 

rather shrewd choice given the history of the devotion and its power to galvanize 

nationalist feelings.   

In a painting in the collection of the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, 

Mexico dating from the late eighteenth century (Figure 6), there is visual evidence of the 

reappropriation of the San Juan Nepomuceno cult from the strictly European context to 

one that was recognizable and meaningful for the criollo of New Spain.  This painting is 

clearly based on Pfeffel‟s Plate 29 (Figure 2) and includes an image of the ermine-

cloaked saint, with arms outstretched, as the central focal point31.  He is surrounded by 



 
Guillén 15 

putti who carry his palm leaf and the black biretta.  His body hovers supernaturally 

between female, allegorical figures.  In print from the Vita Beata, these figures 

represented the Hapsburg lineage, while in the painting they represent the lineage of the 

criollo.  On the left and representing Europe, the allegorical figure is fair-skinned and has 

light-colored hair.  She props up an emblem with the coat of arms for the royal Spanish 

Castile and León families comprised of two castle towers and two rearing lions.  This 

figure represents the European lineage of the criollo.   

To the right of the saint is a noticeably darker-skinned woman who holds the 

emblem of México: an eagle perched on a cactus grasping a snake in its mouth.  This 

image refers to the well-known myth recounting how the Aztecs selected the place on 

which to build their capital city, Tenochtitlan.  The legend was first written in Spanish by 

the nephew of the last great Aztec emperor Moctezuma, named Fernando Alvarado 

Tezozómoc around 1598 in his publication Crónica Mexicáyotl32. By including this 

image, the artist effectively indigenizes San Juan Nepomuceno, making the saint a part of 

the visual culture of New Spain and no longer solely a product derivative of European 

objects.  This painting allows for the viewer to make a visual connection to the saint and 

also demonstrates an identification with the saint on the part of the criollo.  As we shall 

see, this connection to San Juan Nepomuceno by the criollos is a pervasive theme in 

viceregal Mexican art, manifested across many media. 
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Chapter 2: The Players in Expedient Selection 
 

As mentioned before, the two groups responsible for the heavy support of the cult 

of San Juan Nepomuceno were the criollos and the Jesuits.  Working in tandem, the 

criollos and the Jesuits acted as patrons to encourage the saint‟s devotion throughout 

New Spain.  It is important that the reader understand the history and background of both 

of these players in order to parse out each group‟s interests.  By doing so, we can grasp 

why both the criollos and the Jesuits chose this obscure saint in this example of expedient 

selection.    

The Criollos 

 Criollos were ethnically Spanish persons, but born in the New World.  The word 

criollo, from the Latin root creare meaning to create, appeared as Portuguese neologism 

that distinguished black slaves who had been born in Brazil from those who had been 

brought over from Africa.  This distinction implied that slaves born in the New World 

were preferable to those from Africa given that they had already “…been seasoned in the 

New World environment and therefore [were] less susceptible to disease”.33  When 

translated and placed in the Spanish context in the sixteenth century, the word criollo also 

came to refer to those of European descent who were born in the Americas as well as 

those born on the Iberian Spain, but spent significant time in the New World.34  The term 

criollo cannot be directly translated to creole in English because it has this time and 

space-specific meaning for colonial New Spain.   

The criollos became a group of local elites who claimed the conquistadores as 

their ancestors.  While they ruled over the majority of viceregal society and wielded 
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tremendous power and wealth, the criollos were subject to prejudices on the part of the 

crown and Spaniards in general.  Justifying such prejudices by citing astrology and other 

pseudo-sciences, native-born Spaniards considered criollos unfit for high-ranking royal 

appointments.  The tangible and merely perceived repercussions of being overlooked for 

these positions resulted in a general sense that criollos were children deprived of their 

birthright. 

As mentioned before, the term criollo also designated Europeans who had been 

born in the Old World, but had lived a significant period of time in the New 

World.  Bauer and Mazzotti write that “the causes for real or perceived changes in Old 

World bodies were usually found in a combination of environmental and astrological 

explanations, which placed a premium not only on the time but also the place of an 

individual‟s birth within the early modern matrix of terrestrial, sublunary, and 

supralunary constellations”35.  The friction between the creole nobility and Madrid began 

almost immediately after the Conquest.36   

The Spanish crown, while attempting to control a vast and complex bureaucracy, 

ruled that only those who had been born on the Iberian peninsula would be allowed to 

occupy the highest positions in the administration.  The reasoning behind this was that 

Spaniards born on the peninsula, or peninsulares as they were referred to in Spanish, 

would maintain a higher sense of loyalty to Spain and would therefore be easier to 

control.  The fitness of criollos to serve in high offices both secular and within the clergy 

were hotly contested debates “…not only in legal and clerical tracts but in the streets, in 

the university, and from the pulpit”.37   
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Colonial society in New Spain was closely aligned with that of the Iberian 

Peninsula.  The three main strata which made up society were the nobles, the clerics and 

the commoners.38  Being a member of the nobility, with the titles of Don or Doña, had 

financial privileges, including being exempt from taxation, and the enjoyment of certain 

judicial rights denied to the other castes.   

While very few among the number of conquistadores who crossed over with 

Cortés were members of the noble class, their descendants assumed such titles and 

privileges based on the military service that their ancestors had provided to the 

crown.  The conquistadores were “ennobled through participation in the conquest and 

settlement of the New World”.39  After the Conquest, birth determined nobility and so the 

descendants of the conquistadores held stringent standards in marriage alliances.  The 

mestizo children of the initial conquerors were reabsorbed into the noble class within only 

a couple of generations.   

This debate was so emotionally charged that at times it led to violence.  On one 

occasion, known as the Gómez Incident of 1618, a gachupín40 Jesuit named Father 

Gómez delivered a sermon which outrightly denigrated criollos.  The impetus for this 

sermon was a recent sale by the Viceroy Guadalcázar of several government positions to 

criollos which the priest grievously criticized.  Gómez declared that criollos could hardly 

be trusted with the governance of a municipality or a district - they were “incompetent to 

run even a hen-pen”.41  At this indignity, swords were drawn and the church service 

ended abruptly.  Interestingly, Gómez‟ fellow Jesuits at first went to their colleague‟s 
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defense, but after seeing a sharp decline in donations to their churches by the ultra-

wealthy criollos, they resumed their “pro-criollo stance”.42 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in response to such aggressive 

criticism, the criollos throughout Peru and Mexico composed and delivered “countless 

patriotic sermons and treatises that praised the wealth of their ecclesiastical 

establishments”.43  In these sermons and treatises the criollos emphasized their 

impressive education, the richness of their churches and their intense religious 

piety.  This included grandiloquent discussions of saints that hailed from the Indies, both 

those who were canonized and those whom the Church did not officially 

recognize.44  The cult of San Juan Nepomuceno, while he was an Old World saint, 

enjoyed an intense following in this New World context. 

Another of the markers of criollo identity was an affinity for luxury items and 

their display.  In 1625, English traveler Thomas Gage wrote upon his arrival in New 

Spain of his wonder at the overt displays of wealth among the criollo class.  In describing 

the daily ritual of the paseo (afternoon walk) he wrote, “The gallants of this city shew 

(sic) themselves, some on horseback and most in coaches...to see and to be seen and to be 

courted”.45  Their fondness for ornamentation is evidenced also in the elaborate gowns, 

jewelry and various accouterments documented in the portraiture of nuns entering the 

convent, which will be discussed in depth below. 

The Jesuits  

Founded in 1540 by Ignatius of Loyola, a priest from the Basque region of Spain, 

the relatively young Order that came to be known as the Society of Jesus experienced a 
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meteoric rise in the Catholic community and beyond.46  The Jesuits then, as they are now, 

were an erudite Order dedicated to education.  Within two decades of their foundation, 

Jesuits could be found in the courts of Vienna, Peking, Madrid and Delhi, and were 

reporting to Rome high conversion rates through their global missionary 

efforts.47   Emphasizing the importance of education, they founded hundreds of schools 

throughout Europe, Japan and Latin America. Despite arriving in the New World almost 

forty years after the first Augustinian, Dominican and Franciscan mendicant friars, by the 

early seventeenth century the Jesuits had “outstripped the mendicants, both in preaching 

the gospel beyond the frontiers of empire and in ministering to the African slaves who 

constituted much of the urban work-force”.48 

Establishing schools was a way for the orders to educate further generations of 

clergy and so they often opened schools concurrently with convents.49  Eventually, the 

Jesuits all but dominated the educational system in the New World right up until their 

expulsion from all Spanish territories in 1767 when the Spanish king was attempting to 

wrest political power over the Church.50  They not only educated the Indian nobility, but 

also the children of the criollo noble class.  An oil on canvas painting titled Saint Ignatius 

Loyola Teaching the Children of New Spain (Figure 8), shows the close connection 

between the Jesuits and the role they played as educators for the noble elite.  The work is 

believed to have been created in the workshop of the Mexican Baroque painter Miguel 

Cabrera (1695-1768).  The painting dates from the second half of the eighteenth century 

and was commissioned by the Jesuits based in La Iglesia de la Compañia de Jesus in 

Guanajuato, México.  Indeed all the children of criollo families were educated in the 
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Jesuit colleges established throughout Mexico City and Puebla.  This resulted in many 

young creole children from powerful families dedicating themselves to studies to prepare 

for entering the priesthood.51  Over time, the interests of the Jesuits and criollos became 

inextricably linked as the two groups were increasingly intertwined socially and 

economically. 

Beginning around 1600, the Church started an accumulation of wealth that would 

be second to none in the colonies.52  Commercial agriculture grew throughout the Spanish 

colonies from which the Church received unprecedented revenues in tithes.  With the 

notable exception of the Franciscans, most of the religious orders acquired lands, but the 

Jesuits owned by far the most.  This income allowed the Church to become the most 

important source of mortgages in the colonies.  While Church law forbade simply loaning 

money out at interest, which it considered the sin of usury, the clergy was allowed to sell 

capital.   

The investment capital which the Church sold became critical to commercial 

expansion throughout the colonies.  Some even saw the commercial potential of the New 

World as a sign from God.  The Jesuit theologian José de Acosta wrote in the sixteenth 

century that “Divine Providence had planted mineral wealth in the New World so as to 

attract settlement and hence endow the Spanish monarchy with the financial means to 

defend the Catholic Church in Europe from both Turkish infidel and Protestant 

heretic”.53  It was this vast mineral wealth that accounted for the breadth of the criollos‟ 

wealth. 
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The manifold increase of mining and trade in general led to increased “pious 

endowments”.54  Pious endowments in the form of chantries (in which a substantial 

donation was placed for a priest or priests to celebrate mass for the donor‟s soul), monies 

for building convents, dowry funds, and burial funds were given in large quantities to the 

Church.  The donor would usually stipulate a family member who was also in the clergy 

to act as a chaplain for the endowment.  In addition to endowments, tithing became an 

important source of revenue for the Church.  Tithes were fees collected for ecclesiastical 

services such as marriages, funerals and burials.  In this way, the Church, especially the 

Jesuits, accumulated enormous wealth and by extension wielded considerable power with 

it.  

As we have seen, the criollos and the Jesuits were linked both financially and 

socially.  The Jesuits and criollos alike controlled vast amounts of wealth and it was in 

both of their interests to maintain a positive relationship.  They were both subject to harsh 

criticisms from the Iberian peninsula.  Given that many criollos were educated by the 

Jesuits and inspired to join the Order as well, over time the Jesuits were heavily criollo as 

a whole.  As the patron saint guarding against such calumny, San Juan Nepomuceno 

offered for both groups a pious repose as well as an exemplary model for their lives.   
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Chapter 3: Archival Evidence of Expedient Selection 
 

Much has been written regarding the history and development of trade between 

Europe and New Spain.55  An important mode of trade took place through the Church.  In 

turn, the trading network that developed all over Europe and extended to the reaches of 

New Spain and the Philippines allowed the members of religious orders to maintain 

direct contact with their brothers and sisters in Europe and around the world despite the 

great distance separating them.  It was one of the reasons that New Spain and its 

inhabitants were able to stay abreast of the latest ideas and artistic styles of Europe.  The 

practice of procuratorship by the Jesuits in New Spain is an example of this 

interchange.  It was also one of the ways that the Jesuits were able to so fruitfully 

encourage the cult of San Juan Nepomuceno among criollos. 

Every six years, a province general56 in the Society of Jesus would send a 

procurator to Europe for an extended trip usually lasting between two and three years, to 

obtain various goods for their schools, missions, and churches.57  Because the trip took so 

long, the Jesuit procurator would in actuality only go every four or five years.  On these 

trips the procurator would travel between Spain and Rome visiting major shrines and 

churches along the way.  As evidenced in their biographies, this trip was the first time a 

Jesuit from New Spain would have seen Europe and thus became a point of pride.  In his 

biography from 1751, Carta de edificación…de la fervorosa vida y religiosas virtudes del 

V.P. Domingo de Quiroga (A Letter of Edification…telling of the fervent life and 

religious virtues of the Holy Father Domingo de Quiroga) the Jesuit Juan Antonio 
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Balthasar describes his taking the opportunity to visit important sanctuaries during his 

procuratorship.58 

Officially, the procurator was expected to acquire the many goods and devotional 

items needed for the Jesuit churches back in Mexico and South America.  Prior to their 

departure, a superior would provide the procurator with a long list of the items 

needed.  Goods included textiles, paper, food, and books, while the devotional pieces 

included rosaries, candles, reliquaries and other items needed for the various religious 

rites.59  To a much lesser extent, the Jesuit would also purchase paintings and 

sculptures.  The procurator relied heavily on the extended Jesuit network throughout 

Europe, especially those in the major centers of trade in the Spanish empire, namely 

Antwerp, and especially pertinent to this thesis, Bohemia, in order to obtain these many 

items without having to travel the vast reaches of the empire to do so.   

Given the immense distances of the trip as well as the amount of items being 

purchased, the procurator had to abide by bureaucratic rules of the monarchy as well as 

those laid out by the Order itself.  In 1755, the procurator had three main responsibilities: 

first, to obtain the appropriate royal licensure which allowed the procurator to travel from 

Spain to Rome, second, to obtain documents granting royal permission to return to New 

Spain with the new missionaries they were expected to recruit while traveling, and third, 

to obtain and pay for the necessary paperwork, permissions and royal duties applied to 

the items which they were there to purchase.60  However, by 1764, the rules were 

changed.  Instructions for procurators no longer included the responsibility for paying the 
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royal duties and included only the charge to send more recruits and obtain the devotional 

items necessary for the Church.   

Among the paperwork still needed, however, were detailed bills of lading for 

shipment of the items obtained throughout the trip.  For practical reasons, the items 

procured in Europe were shipped as they were being acquired.  The Jesuits would have 

crated and shipped the various items with detailed instructions for their final 

destination.  Upon arrival, the crate would be opened and a document would provide the 

information regarding the contents of each crate and to whom the items should be 

sent.  Additionally, these documents would notate the cost of certain items procured for 

third parties.  By scrutinizing these documents, we can see that the Jesuit procurators 

were not merely acquiring the goods their churches, missions, and schools needed to 

function, but also cultivating their relationships with criollos throughout New Spain: as 

mentioned earlier, the procurator sometimes also made purchases for third parties.  Most 

often, this was for a favored donor or member of the congregation.   

In 1673, the criollo Jesuit Francisco de Florencia (1620-95) was sent on his 

procuratorship to Europe.61  Florencia, who is best known for the large corpus of writings 

on the history of saints‟ cults unique to Mexico as well as a history of the Church in 

Mexico, sent back two cratefuls of oil-on-copper paintings to Captain Juan de Chavarria 

Valera.  Chavarria eventually reimbursed Florencia for these paintings, and should be 

noted that only a few years later, he donated large sums of money as well as a hacienda to 

the Jesuit school and Church of San Gregorio.  Another example of this kind of 

cultivation of donors comes from the Jesuit Juan Antonio de Oviedo (1670 - 1757) who 
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was also a criollo.  During his procuratorship in 1717, he commissioned a painting of the 

Mater Dolorosa62 for the Marquesa de las Torres de Rada who at the time was funding 

the new Casa Profesa63 in Mexico City.  The Marquesa also donated the painting, which 

according to the accompanying paperwork was attributed to Bartolomeo Mancini, to the 

convent a few years later.64   

It is clear that the Jesuits were making calculated decisions when they selected 

objects to send back to their criollo allies.  In fostering such relationships, they were 

working to secure the financial stability of their Order.  The practice, however common, 

was in some cases used as fodder for negative rumors about the Society of Jesus‟ 

activities.  Distrust of the Order came from many fronts but most especially the other 

orders operating in New Spain and from the Crown itself.  The distrust on the part of the 

monarchy culminated in 1767 when King Carlos III expelled all Jesuits from every 

Spanish territory.65 

In a report given to the Father General in Rome, the criollo Jesuit Jose de Acósta 

shared his experience in 1571 in which he had been interrogated by the archbishop of 

Peru.66  The archbishop questioned the priest, demanding to know why the Jesuits 

behaved and operated as an Order in a way so different from that of the mendicant orders 

(the archbishop himself was a Franciscan).  Among his complaints about the Jesuits were 

that they did not take a vow of poverty, they did not practice daily body mortification, 

and they presumed to take the very name of Jesus rather than that of their founders, as the 

other orders had done.  This point in particular seemed offensive to the archbishop given 

that the Jesuits, as we have seen, often catered to needs of the upper echelons of society 
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which seemed at odds with the mission of Jesus who had been sent to Earth to “serve the 

poor and downtrodden of this world”.67  De Acósta went on in his report to defend the 

Jesuits‟ practices, yet the anecdote serves to illustrate the kind of perceptions of the Order 

that they were forced to contend with.    

In the documentation of the early eighteenth century Jesuit procurator Juan de 

Uribe, we find evidence of the Jesuit support of the San Juan de Nepomuceno cult among 

criollo elites.  In 1729, Uribe purchased, among many other things, two engraved copper 

plates with which to make further engravings of the saints Jenobese and Juan 

Nepomuceno.68  The contents of the crate were designated to send to a Don Nicolas de 

Castro Xaramillo in Puebla, Mexico.69  This example is telling given the date the crate 

was being shipped, the contents, and the title of the recipient.   

Uribe‟s shipment might seem superfluous: in 1729 there were already many 

engravers living and working in Mexico.  In fact, the first printing press in the New 

World arrived in 1539 with the printer Juan Pablos (Giovanni Paoli) sent by the Sevillan 

printing house Cromberger.70  Unable to keep up with local demand, more and more 

printing shops were opened in and around Mexico City.  Documentary evidence shows 

that they both imported prints to sell, and engaged both indigenous artists and immigrants 

to produce more images.  Most of these printers worked in anonymity.  Based on single-

leaf prints that the engravers actually signed the work, we know that at least 37 were 

operating in Mexico City between 1700 and 1785.71   

Why then would Uribe have bothered to import an engraved copper plate of San 

Juan Nepomuceno when there was a substantial number of capable artists already 
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working in Mexico who could have produced it?  Furthermore, why would he choose to 

import the image of a saint whose cult had been well-established by 1729?  The other 

objects listed in the correspondence were of obvious ecclesiastical use and some were 

more ambiguous.  Four dozen of rosaries and a summary of the Archconfraternity were 

included in the crate.  There were also many prints: images of the Holy City of Rome, of 

past popes, of kings, and still others showing the gardens, fountains and palaces of 

Rome.  Uribe‟s letter to Don Xaramillo states that all of these prints were “labeled 

especially for this gentleman” („...que todo ba rotulado para este Caballero’).72  The Don 

Xaramillo to whom Father Uribe sent the copper plates in 1729 was likely a member of 

the criollo noble class.   

It is possible that Uribe sent these particular plates of San Juan Nepomuceno and 

Saint Jenobese simply because he liked the engravings better than what was being made 

in New Spain.  Indeed prints are credited for the dissemination of art styles and 

iconography throughout Latin America.73  However, by analyzing how the meaning of a 

European object could change, when repositioned in the context of colonial society and 

the criollo culture, we gain further insight into why Uribe may have chosen to import this 

copper plate of San Juan de Nepomuceno.   

Part of the reason that paintings and sculptures were so rarely acquired on a 

procuratorship was simply that shipping the precious objects back to the New World was 

so difficult and costly.  The procurator would have to front the money for the object itself 

and its shipment, and there was always the risk that the recipient would choose not to pay 

for it.  Buying a copper plate from which to make engravings suggests that Uribe was 
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interested in the mass-production of these images.  The cult of San Juan Nepomuceno 

was already well-established by the 1720s so Uribe was not working to introduce a new 

cult to New Spain.  What further significance could such an action have had?  Looking at 

the other contents of the crate can provide some clues. 

Among the other objects Uribe sent to Don Xaramillo were prints with images of 

Rome‟s gardens, fountains and palaces.  Objects such as these were avidly collected by 

criollos.  Indeed the accumulation of luxury items was especially important to criollo 

society and eventually became a part of their identity.74  Prints, such as the ones that 

Uribe shipped to New Spain, gave the viewer a tangible image of Europe.  Trips to 

Europe were prohibitively costly, even for many of the criollo class.  Moreover, the trip 

was long and dangerous - average trips from Seville to Acapulco took seventy-five days 

one way.75   

Yet by collecting images of Europe, even in the form of prints, the criollos were 

able to elevate their own place equal to that of Europe.  As Luisa Alcalá points out, such 

European art objects were more to the criollo than simply representations of a beautiful 

place.  They were treasured “status symbols that satisfied the criollo desire to see New 

Spain equal Europe in the fineness of its art.76  Furthermore, objects that originated in 

Europe were frequently held in higher esteem than those made in the New World.  The 

copper plate of San Juan Nepomuceno engraved by a European artist, held special 

meaning for the criollo with the means to purchase it and adorn his home with it.   

It is also possible the Don Xaramillo was himself a member of the printing 

profession.  The printing trade in Mexico City was indeed lucrative.  While there is no 
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evidence that printers formed an official guild such as those that existed for painters, 

silversmiths and architects, it appears that printers did unite into groups and engaged in 

profession-wide practices.  Like painters, smiths and architects, printers in New Spain 

participated in “racial hierarchy, frequently barring practitioners with African or Indian 

blood”.77  As mentioned before, there was no guild for printmakers, however, they 

evidently adopted similar practices. To justify this discrimination, as the architects‟ 

guild‟s ordinance from 1746 explains, only those of pure Spanish blood possessed the 

ability to interact with the noble, intellectual and clerical clientele.78 

The printing and publishing of religious texts was one of the most important 

functions of these printing shops based in Mexico City.  These texts were critical 

components to the growing formation of criollo identity and they are tied up inextricably 

with religious and nationalist sentiments.  The Jesuits themselves, as mentioned above, 

were responsible for the publication of San Juan Nepomuceno‟s Vita Beata, which 

eventually led to his canonization.  A great deal of literature was written by criollo Jesuits 

in the New World and is credited for the development of the criollo consciousness and 

the Mexican identity. 
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Chapter 4: San Juan Nepomuceno and Marian Imagery     

Part 1: 

In viceregal Mexico, San Juan Nepomuceno was often included in images of the 

Virgen de Guadalupe.  The frequency with which this visual connection occurs suggests 

that the two devotions were related, at least from the perspective of the viewer.  One such 

example is found in a devocionario (personal prayer book), and another is the retablo 

(altarpiece) of the church of San Francisco Javier in Tepotzotlán.  While these kinds of 

images are vastly different in execution and medium, they share a common visual 

schema, which can be seen as evidence of a connection between San Juan Nepomuceno 

and the Virgen de Guadalupe. 

In the church of San Francisco Javier in Tepotzotlán, near Mexico City, the 

imagery of San Juan Nepomuceno is included in the iconographic and design program`  

of the church.  Given that this is one of the few Jesuit churches that survived the anti-

Jesuit iconoclasm following their expulsion in 1767, the interior of Tepotzotlán is unique 

in that it is completely intact.79  Located just outside the sacristy, the retablo is dedicated 

to San Juan Nepomuceno (Fig. 10).  The central figure of the saint is created in the 

estofado style in which multiple layers of lacquer are painted onto a wooden 

sculpture.80  This style of sculpture became popular during the seventeenth century in 

Spain and the practice was exported to the New World.  It was especially esteemed 

because of the life-like quality the sculptor could attain with the figures.  The flesh of the 

figure retained an enamel-like finish after being layered with gesso and paint.  This finish 

was referred to as encarnación, or „to make into flesh‟81.  In other words, the sculpture 
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was intended to appear as real as possible.  The estofado technique eventually fell out of 

favor in Spain by the end of the seventeenth century; however, its use continued in the 

New World until much later. 

The main sculptures of the retablo were carved from wood by Higinio de Chavez 

and painted by the Mexican painter Miguel Cabrera and date from circa 1753.82  The 

sculpture of San Juan Nepomuceno was also set in a hyper-ornate, gilded wooden 

framework. The reader should keep in mind the location of the San Juan Nepomuceno 

retablo.  As mentioned earlier, it faces the entrance to the sacristy.  The sacristy is the 

area of the church where vestments and treasures of the church are stored.  In the church 

in Tepotzotlán, it was also the only place for direct access to the church for the novitiates, 

as it was situated between their living quarters, the school and the church.83  This means 

that every Jesuit novitiate who entered the church was presented with an astoundingly 

ornate and glorified image of San Juan Nepomuceno.  Even for lay persons, who were 

not allowed to enter the sacristy, this image of San Juan Nepomuceno would be present 

whenever they attended mass.84 

In this retablo, once again the saint is visually presented very near the Virgin of 

Guadalupe whose likeness in a large painting is located on the wall adjacent to that of 

San Juan Nepomuceno.  The artist of the Virgin de Guadalupe is not known.  Because of 

their close proximity, it is impossible to view one without being able to see the other even 

if only in the viewer‟s peripheral vision.  The retablo functions in the same way that 

much smaller paintings do by visually placing San Juan Nepomuceno near of the Virgin 



 
Guillén 33 

of Guadalupe.  This linking of images is repeated over and over again in religious art of 

the late colonial era. 

Devocionarios, or prayer books, were another example in a vastly different 

medium where San Juan Nepomuceno is visually connected to the various iterations of 

the Virgin Mary popular in New Spain.  In the Devocionario from 1827, only a few years 

after Mexico has gained independence from Spain, we see a grid of saints‟ imagery (Fig. 

9).  Divided into twenty three sections, there are represented the Trinity, Christological 

symbols, images of saints who were given visions of Christ on the cross and eight 

emanations of the Virgin Mary.  This vision in the saint‟s hagiography operates to foretell 

the martyrdom of the saint.  As mentioned before, Marian imagery was in the colonial era 

important for the criollo consciousness and represented the role New Spain would play in 

global salvation.  The third saint down on the far right register, is San Juan 

Nepomuceno.  His presence visually here can be interpreted to demonstrate his position 

among the various saints which make up the “devotional pantheon unique to the 

viceroyalty”.85 

 
Part 2: San Juan Nepomuceno and the Traditions of Monjas Coronadas Portraits and 

Escudos de Monjas  

San Juan Nepomuceno‟s likeness is also found in a New World tradition of nun‟s 

portraits.  Understanding the social and ecumenical function they served in colonial 

society provides yet more insight into the saint‟s significance within that 

society.  Individually, the paintings are detailed, unidealized portraits in which the artist 

took care to document the individual features of the subject.  Collectively, these images 



 
Guillén 34 

provide especially compelling evidence of the saint‟s import for criollos and the 

development of their identity.  While there was a European antecedent to this tradition, 

the portraits made in the New World were decidedly more ornate in various details.86   As 

we shall see, the richly ornamented costumes and other accoutrements recorded in the 

nuns‟ portraits reveal the subjects‟ criollo identity and social standing.  The flamboyant 

displays of wealth, characteristic of the criollos, extended to nun‟s portraits and marks 

them as a uniquely New World art practice.  Beyond this, while their Spanish pictorial 

antecedents were exclusively funerary portraits, in New Spain hundreds of portraits of 

living nuns were creating constituting a distinctly New World phenomenon.87 

Known as monjas coronadas, or “crowned nuns”, these paintings were created 

either at the beginning or end of a nun‟s life.  In both cases, they marked a kind of death 

for the subject, either literally - when done as a funerary portrait - or figuratively, when 

the young woman was initially taking the veil, giving her life to God‟s service and 

effectively dying to the world.  They functioned either as funerary portraits or effigies 

standing in for the woman in their family circle.  When painted at the time a young 

woman was becoming a nun, the portrait would be commissioned and hung in the 

family‟s salon.  The portrait, often life-size or near life-size, functioned as an effigy in 

which the family could see the image of their beloved daughter and speak to her.  It was 

then on permanent display in the homes of criollos.88 While the matriarch of the family 

hosted guests in her salón de estrado, her daughter, represented by the monja coronada 

portrait, would be able to participate in a metaphysical way.89     
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The patrons of these paintings were the family of the nun whose life would 

change drastically upon entering the convent.  On taking their vows, young nuns would 

enter the cloistered life and would most likely never see their families again.  In the post-

Tridentine era, the majority of nun‟s convents were founded in the major metropolitan 

cities of México City, Puebla de los Ángeles, Querétaro, Guadalajara and Antequera 

(known today as the city of Oaxaca)90.  There is a correlation between the robust trade 

economies of these cities and the number of convents built there, as they had sufficient 

capital and infrastructures to fund the convents.  Many of the young novitiates of these 

numerous convents were criollas, and their families were also often the patrons 

financially supporting the church and cloisters91.     

The medium of most monja coronada portraits, is oil on canvas, and the elaborate 

ornamentation of the sitter‟s vestments as well as the technical skill required to accurately 

depict the detailed gowns, also evidences that the nuns portrayed hailed from the wealthy 

criollo class.  As discussed by Gustavo Curiel, extravagant displays of wealth were 

important aspects of criollo culture.  With striking contrast to the terse austerity of the 

Spanish court, the criollos felt their flamboyant style asserted their “otherness” and made 

them distinct from Spain.92    

In the monja coronada portraits we can also see that the patrons spared no 

expense ensuring their daughter or niece would enter God‟s kingdom displaying the 

wealth and social status of their family.  The young nuns are shown in gowns encrusted 

with jewels and precious stones as in portrait of the Monja Maria Anna Josepha de Sr. 

San Ignacio, which dates from 1795 (Fig. 13). Their heads are topped with detailed 
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crowns made of silver or gold, or encircled with layers of real and artificial flowers, and 

sometimes both.  Other visual elements included florida palm leaves, candles and 

sculptures of the Christ Child or other saints.93  

The gowns and cloaks that adorn the young woman‟s body in the monja coronada 

portraits were worn as part of the elaborate ceremony for entering the convent.   As stated 

before, the crowned-nun portraits were not idealizations of the young nun.  They were 

intended to accurately portray the subject. After a period of initiation, a young novice was 

returned to her family‟s home briefly where she would be able to enjoy life outside the 

church one last time.  In true criollo fashion, lavish parties and dinners were hosted by 

her family.  Frances Calderón de la Barca, the wife of the Spanish ambassador, wrote an 

account in 1843 of one such party that she had attended in her book Life in 

Mexico.  Calderón de la Barca described the young girl as being dressed “in rich purple 

velvet, wearing diamonds and pearls, and a crown of flowers, the corsage of her gown 

covered entirely in little bows of ribbons in diverse colors”.94  Indeed the traditions 

leading up to a woman entered the convent operated much like a wedding ceremony as 

the nun began her life as a bride of Christ.  In this way, the monja coronada paintings are, 

paradoxically, both wedding and funerary portraits marking both the beginning and end 

of the young woman‟s life. 

Also seen in the portrait of Sor Maria Anna Josepha de Sr. San Ignacio, is the 

crown from which the name of the portrait style is taken.  The sitter‟s crown represents 

the crown the faithful will be awarded in Heaven as promised in the Bible95.  Crowns 

were insignia adopted from the Romans by the early Christian church, and symbolized 
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victory.96  Palm leaves were adopted by the early Christian church to symbolize victory 

as well, but more specifically to the victory attained by martyrdom.97  Roses and lilies are 

the flowers most often associated with monja coronada portraiture.  Roses represented 

victory and Love Triumphant to the Romans, and when placed within a Christian context, 

they also were a symbol of grace and beauty.98  Both the Virgen de Guadalupe and Santa 

Rosa de Lima are pictured surrounded by roses.99  Lilies, symbols of purity, were often 

included in the monja coronada portraits that were funerary in function.100      

In Maria Anna Josepha de Sr. San Ignacio‟s monja coronada portrait (Fig. 11), 

San Juan Nepomuceno is also included in the iconography.  The artist, Jose de Alcíbar, 

has signed his name in the lower right corner.  That this painting is even signed is 

intriguing given that the majority of the monja coronada paintings were produced 

anonymously.101  A portrait by Jose de Alcíbar would have commanded at an extremely 

high price.  He was an illustrious painter and is now considered one of the great Mexican 

Baroque painters alongside Miguel Cabrera and Cristobal Villalpando.102  For a time, 

Jose de Alcibar was a director at the recently established Academia Real de San Carlos in 

Mexico City.103 

Alcíbar‟s academically trained and technically adept hand has captured not 

merely a generic portrait of a young girl, but an exacting likeness of this criollo 

daughter.  Alcíbar was careful to record every detail of Sor Maria Anna, even the peach 

fuzz just above her lips.  Sor Maria Anna‟s eyes, which are slightly upturned, giving her a 

look of quiet reserve, stare sadly out at the viewer.   
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The artist also seemed to have captured every detail of the extremely ornate 

vestments.  Sor Maria Anna is presented in three-quarter format so that her rich 

vestments are fully visible.  Her hooded cloak is black with two thick trims of 

embroidered gold brocade.  The two lines of brocade are broken by a deep blue velvet 

and topped with a delicate white lace trim.  Her hood is placed at the same level as her 

eyes, so that the viewer‟s gaze falls first on Maria Anna‟s penetrating look and then 

follows the thick black of her formidable eyebrows to a family crest.   

At the bottom of the portrait is a caption that identifies this young nun.  She is 

called the “legitimate daughter of Don José Francisco Ventemilla and his wife Doña 

Maria Garcia”.  The text also indicates the date their daughter took her vows as well as 

her exact age.  Maria Anna was sixteen years and thirteen days old when she entered the 

convent. 

As is typical of monja coronada portraits, Sor Maria Anna is shown with a golden 

crown on her head.  Interlaced within the gold garlands of leaves are many white 

flowers.  Its shape, as well as the particular flowers, were associated with the names of 

individuals or families.  The crown of flowers, made either from real or artificial flowers, 

also held important symbolic meaning.  Iconographically, the precedent for this crown of 

flowers is found in the imagery of the first New World saint Santa Rosa de Lima.104  Like 

the Virgen de Guadalupe, Santa Rosa de Lima was widely venerated in Latin America 

and was also closely associated with criollo and national pride. 

Sor Maria Anna carries a small sculpture of the Christ Child in the crook of her 

right arm, symbolizing her dedication and decision to only mother Him.  In her left hand, 
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she carries a fan of florida palm leaves which are gathered together by a wide peach-

colored ribbon tied in a bow and pinned with a flower-shaped garnet brooch.  The white 

flowers, which are most likely lilies, are incorporated in the palm leaf- fan, which 

functions as a scepter.   In the center of this scepter is an oval devotional painting of the 

Holy Family. 

Let us turn our attention to the small circular painting that is perched at the top of 

Maria Anna‟s chest just below her face.  This is the nun‟s escudo de monja or “nun‟s 

shield”.  In short, it was the nun‟s personal emblem or badge which she wore from the 

day she took her vow until the day of her death.  Her escudo de monja includes a 

collection of saints that had special significance for her and whose holy attributes she 

hoped to emulate and incorporate into her own life as a nun.  Often the nun selected the 

saints to whom she would be dedicating her life.  The escudo is actually the central focal 

point of the entire portrait‟s composition.  The Virgin of the Apocalypse is the central 

figure of the escudo.  Flanking her are Saint Joseph carrying the Christ Child in his arms 

on the left and San Juan Nepomuceno on the right.   

San Juan Nepomuceno is pictured here wearing an ermine cloak and gazing 

pensively at the cross.  Saints were chosen for the escudo both because they were of 

importance to the individual or to their family.  They suggested that the nun wished to 

establish a connection with the saint.  Unlike the Christ Child sculpture or the florida 

palm leaf scepter, which are common pictorial conventions of monja coronada portraits, 

the escudo represents a personal choice which the nun herself made. 
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Another example of San Juan Nepomuceno being selected for a nun‟s escudo is 

seen in the monja coronada portrait of Sor María Antonio de la Purísima Concepción 

(Fig. 14).  Like the previous crowned-nun portrait, this too was painted in the eighteenth 

century in Mexico City and is also oil on canvas.  According to the caption of the portrait, 

Sor María Antonia entered the convent in 1777.  As mentioned before, most of these 

portraits were ordered on the occasion of the nun taking her vows.105  Following the 

conventions of monja coronada portraiture, she carries a sculpture of the Christ Child and 

a scepter like that of Maria Anna.  Her scepter does not include the florida palm leaves, 

but is made of real and artificial flowers which play off the flowers that form her 

crown.  In the text below the portrait, the nun is identified as the legitimate daughter of 

Don Manuel Gil al Estrada and Doña Juana at Armillaga.  Judging from the ostentatious 

display of wealth, their titles and obvious preoccupation with legitimacy, Sor María 

Antonia clearly hails from a criollo family.  As discussed previously, social strata in New 

Spain mirrored that of the Iberian Peninsula.  The early criollo elite classes considered 

themselves ennobled by the services their conquistador ancestors provided the Crown, 

eventually however nobility would be soon determined by birth in the criollo culture.   

In Sor María Antonia‟s escudo there is a more overt visual connection made 

between San Juan Nepomuceno and criollo/national pride.  The central, most important 

figure whom the nun has selected for her shield is the Virgen de Guadalupe.  Encircled in 

her pleated mandorla, the Virgen de Guadalupe is shown in her familiar 

presentation.  The Virgen de Guadalupe iconography is based on the tilma, or cloak, 

image now enshrined in the basilica at Tepeyac north of Mexico City.106  According to 
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tradition, the tilma image was miraculously transferred to the cloak worn by Juan Diego 

creating a relic of his vision of the Virgin Mary at Tepeyac.   

Unlike the previous example, Sor María Antonia‟s escudo which included a more 

subtle reference to criollo and national pride, this escudo‟s iconographic program 

demonstrates an interest in uniquely New World - specifically Mexican - saints‟ 

devotions.  As seen before in the retablos of Tepotzotlán and the devocionario, here we 

have another example of San Juan Nepomuceno visually related to the Virgin of 

Guadalupe. 

As stated before, the Virgen of Guadalupe was not the only iteration of the Virgin 

Mary whose iconography contributed to the visual culture of the growing criollo 

consciousness.  Often pictured together with San Juan Nepomuceno in escudos de monjas 

is the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception.  Images of the Inmaculada were also made 

in great numbers throughout the Spanish empire in the early part of the seventeenth 

century as debates about the legitimacy of the doctrine were ongoing.107   

In another example of an escudo dating from the eighteenth century, we see a 

representation of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception with San Juan Nepomuceno. 

Nepomuceno can be seen in the upper left section of the composition (Fig. 15).  The 

entire escudo is done in embroidery, including the floral border.  This medium is quite 

unique.  The vast majority of escudos de monjas were oil on copper paintings or enamel 

works.108   There is no signature of an artist or artisan for this work; however, the time-

consuming technique would certainly have demanded a high cost. 
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The Inmaculada is the central figure and is presented in a white gown with a blue 

cloaked draped over one shoulder.  She wears a red and gold crown and her head is 

encircled by stylized rays of sunlight which look similar to the linear mandorla of the 

Virgin of Guadalupe.  Emphasizing this circular motif is another crown made of eight 

putti.  The Holy Trinity is represented as three small, faceless men.  The details of these 

figures are limited which makes them appear ethereal.  Each is wearing a gold cloak and 

a white hat similar to a pope‟s miter.   Surrounding the Virgin are four saints: San Juan 

Nepomuceno already mentioned, Santa Gertrudis on the left, and two more saints on the 

right.109  San Juan Nepomuceno is shown cloaked in ermine and his gaze is meditatively 

focused on a small crucifix.   

Another escudo de monja that includes San Juan Nepomuceno and the Virgin of 

the Immaculate Conception dates between 1770 and 1790 and is an oil on copper (Fig. 

16).  According to the traditional iconography of nun‟s shields, la Inmaculada is the 

central figure.  She is also surrounded by a multitude of saints known for their reverence 

to the Holy Mother.  As before, she is dressed in a white gown and a blue cloak, both of 

which swirl around her, and the Holy Trinity is represented hovering above her 

head.  The shields discussed earlier each had simple tortoiseshell frames while this is set 

in an exceptionally ornate frame.  It is comprised of stylized vegetal elements.  Even 

without the evidence of a monja coronada portrait that includes this escudo, the medium 

and execution of the frame suggests that the patron could afford and valued luxury 

objects.   
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The final escudo featuring San Juan Nepomuceno dates from 1770-90.  The artist 

is unidentified, but is considered to be in the circle of the prolific Mexico City based 

painter Jose de Páez (Fig. 12).  Among the saints represented is San Juan Nepomuceno, 

who can be seen in the central register on the left of the central Virgin figure.  Visually, 

Nepomuceno is within the hierarchy at the same level as Saint Luis Gonzaga, Saint 

Barbara, Saint Joseph (pictured with the Child Jesus), Saint Rosalia of Palmero, and Saint 

John of God.110  His location informs the viewer in what high regard the saint was 

held.  The saints represented come both from the Old and New Testaments.  The various 

religious Orders who established themselves as missionaries in New Spain are also 

included in the composition. 

San Juan Nepomuceno here wears the white confessional vestment and holds in 

his left hand the palm leaf symbolizing his martyrdom.  In his right hand he holds a 

human tongue, referring to his legend in which he, figuratively, “held his tongue”, that is, 

refused to violate the privacy of the confessional.  This devotion to the sacrament of 

confession cost him his life, but gained him a place among the pantheon of saints 

venerated by so many devotees.       

The subject of this work is of the Virgin of the Assumption surrounded by saints 

who were especially associated with the Virgin. A composition such as this might seem 

overly complex; however, it is important to keep in mind that to a contemporary viewer 

each of the saints rendered here would have been easily identifiable, and also arranged 

according to a hierarchy of significance.111  According to Elizabeth Perry, every image of 

an emanation of Mary should be read in terms of her significance to the discourse of 
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criollo interpretation.112  That is, the various Marian cults were seen as evidence of the 

role New Spain was to play in worldwide salvation.  This concept of the role New Spain 

was play to in the salvation of mankind stems from the original intentions of the first 

mendicant friars to arrive soon after the Conquest.113  Counter-Reformation Spain was 

understood as the extended arm of the Church of Rome.  This ideology, inherited by a 

Spain entrenched in the Inquisition, was transferred to New Spain and its inhabitants.  It 

conveniently provided a justification for the Conquest as well as the continued 

subjugation and virtual enslavement of the native populations.    

The very practice of using escudos was one that was thoroughly taken up by the 

criollo elite and came to represent their differences from peninsular Spain‟s 

culture.114  James A. Cordová argues that the crowned-nun portraiture was yet another 

example of the visual culture of criollos that emphasized their “otherness” from their 

Iberian counterparts (2009).  Cordová writes that the prolific criollo scholar and priest 

don Carlos de Sigüenza y Gongora (1645 - 1700), in his 1683 work titled Paraiso 

Occidental (Western Paradise) included a curious, but illuminating passage.  In the 

introduction to the work, Sigüenza y Gongora quotes from a now lost book by the criollo 

historian Don Fernando de Alva Ixtlixochitl (ca. 1578-1648) which describes the 

ceremonial rituals Aztec priests and priestesses would perform when a young woman‟s 

life was dedicated to the temple as a „vestal virgin‟.115   

While Sigüenza y Gongora often exalted New Spain‟s indigenous past in his 

writings, what is astonishing is that Paraiso Occidental is about a convent and its 

nuns.  His comparison of Christian religious figures to a thoroughly pagan tradition might 
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appear heretical.  But as Cordová points out, Sigüenza y Gongora‟s work was intended to 

celebrate and identify a pre-Conquest antecedent of the nuns being depicted in the monja 

coronada pictorial tradition, highlighting their mixed heritage, and thereby emphasizing 

the “otherness” of New Spaniards.  Additionally, the nuns of New Spain who, according 

to Sigüenza y Gongora replaced the Aztec „vestal virgin‟ were proof of “New Spain‟s 

role in the Christian narrative…as the site of the New Earthly Paradise”.116 

When analyzed within the context of the late colonial period, both the monja 

coronada and escudo de monja traditions are revealed to be important elements in the 

criollo discourse.  The crowned-nun portraits demonstrate the flamboyant tastes of 

criollos which became a part of their identity.  The nun‟s shields which are included in 

these portraits evidence the criollo belief in the role New Spain was to play in global 

salvation.  The frequent presence of San Juan Nepomuceno, most especially his 

connection with Marian imagery, within both of these pictorial traditions suggests that 

the saint was thoroughly entrenched within the criollo discourse and the visual culture of 

the rising criollo consciousness.   
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Conclusion 
 

In closing let us turn to a work in oil on copper by Francisco Antonio Vallejo 

which dates from 1771 (Fig. 18).  Vallejo created a work with multiple layers of 

iconographic messages that would have significance for a criollo of the late viceregal era.  

The work is a depiction of San Juan de Patmos, the person is believed to have authored 

the Book of Revelations.  San Juan de Patmos sits on the lower left of the composition 

resting on a rock which doubles as his writing surface.  Perched on a boulder behind him 

is a brown eagle whose curved neck and slightly poised wings are visually reminiscent of 

the eagle from the Aztec myth of the foundation of Tenochtitlan.  Instead of the 

traditional snake, the eagle grasps a small black inkpot for the saint to dip his feather pen 

as his describes his prophetic vision.  That vision, described in Chapter 12 of the Book of 

Revelations, is shown in the upper two thirds of the composition.  Floating on stormy 

gray clouds just above the prophet, are San José, who was the patron saint of the 

conversion of the indigenous peoples on the left and San Juan Nepomuceno on the 

right.117  Both figures gaze up to the same vision San Juan de Patmos describes in his 

writings.  The central figure is the Virgen de Guadalupe who replaces the traditional 

Virgin of the Apocolypse.  Above her are three identical male figures in white robes 

representing the Holy Trinity.  On the upper left corner is an armored angel whose red 

and blue robes echo those of San Juan de Patmos.   

The significance of altering the vision to include the Virgen de Guadalupe cannot 

be overstated.  The artist has indigenized the Virgin of the Apocalypse; she is no longer a 

fair-skinned, clearly European woman, but the darker-skinned Mary seen at Tepeyac in 
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the Valley of México.  Her earth-toned, linear mandorla distinguishes this emanation of 

Mary from those made in Europe for a European audience to that of a New Spanish, 

criollo audience.  The presence of the eagle also indigenizes the composition.  The 

prophet is no longer in the Mediterranean world writing about a New Jerusalem.  His 

vision is of Tenochtitlan.  San Juan Nepomuceno‟s inclusion to the Virgen de 

Guadalupe‟s right is also transformed by the nativist elements.  Below San Juan 

Nepomuceno can be seen a bridge over a river which refers to the spot that the saint was 

martyred in Bohemia.  The river in Vallejo‟s painting can be interpreted as one of the 

many rivers in the Valley of México.  As Katherine Moore described, images of San Juan 

Nepomuceno such as this cannot be seen as a derivative of a European tradition, because 

of his image is altered for a New World, criollo audience.118 

Pope Benedict XIV had officially recognized the Virgen de Guadalupe as the 

patroness of New Spain in 1754, only seventeen years prior to Vallejo completing this 

work.119  Yet in its multi- layered iconographic program we see San Juan Nepomuceno 

being included in works which have obvious messages for the criollo, New Spain, and 

their role in global salvation. 

In his analysis of Carlos Clemente Lopez‟s oil on linen from 1780-90 titled San 

Juan Nepomuceno (Figure 17), Marcus Burke suggests that this saint in particular was 

appealing to populations that chafed under foreign rule.120  The painting is a visual 

amalgam of three of the Andrea Pfeffel plates from the Vita Beata from 1725.  Lopez 

stubbornly retains the artistic elements of the Baroque era that had long since fallen out 

of favor in Europe while simultaneously including the delicate, almost feminine 
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depictions of faces and bodies more prevalent in Rococo painting.  In attempting to find a 

reason for this saint‟s wild popularity, Burke believes that it was merely his hagiography 

which drew in devotees.  Saint John held steadfast in the face of tyranny and remained 

loyal to his faith above all else.  While this accounts for part of his popularity, it does not 

fully answer the question as to why and how this devotion came to such fruition.  

Because of their shared experience of slander and distrust emanating from the Iberian 

Peninsula, it is clear San Juan Nepomuceno’s hagiography would have had appeal for 

criollos and the Jesuits alike as Marcus Burke proposes.  However, I do not believe this 

theory fully explains why the cult was so popular in New Spain even after the expulsion 

of the Jesuits in 1767.  It is the combination of Nepomuceno‟s hagiography as well as his 

frequent presence in unique New World painting traditions such as the crowned-nun 

portraiture and the nun‟s-shields, and nativist pictorial programs such as the Vallejo oil 

on copper seen all together which provide the evidence of his place in the “pantheon of 

devotions unique to the viceroyalty”.121 

As we have seen, criollos and the Jesuits working in tandem, heavily supported 

the saint‟s devotion in Mexico and throughout Latin America. Understanding how his 

image was used and viewed by criollos helps us to understand why this obscure saint 

found such fertile ground in New Spain.  What is revealed is a close association with 

patriotic symbols such as the Virgin of Guadalupe and other iterations of the Virgin 

Mary, making him part of the nationalist image matrix.  We also note that San Juan 

Nepomuceno‟s devotion was used as a spiritual meditation.  There is also evidence of 

strategic placement of his image in highly trafficked areas by both clerics and laypersons, 
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such as outside of the sacristy of San Francisco Javier in Tepotzotlán.  One could pray 

his prayer, contemplate his life and try to emulate his stalwart faith.  San Juan 

Nepomuceno also offered protection from slander originating from Spain -- which the 

criollo was subject to often as the Spaniards continually attempted to maintain control 

over a land so very far away from the Iberian Peninsula.   

Comprehending San Juan Nepomuceno‟s place within this visual culture of the 

rising criollo consciousness further develops our understanding of the culture of the late 

colonial era on the eve of Independence.  The devotion of San Juan Nepomuceno was 

selected for cultivation among both criollos and the Jesuits in the same way that the cult 

of the Virgen de Guadalupe was fostered because both saints offered particular solutions 

to particular problems which were unique to a colonial community.  They offered 

retribution and compensation for real and perceived wrongs.  The story of the Virgen de 

Guadalupe was a divine sign that their work and their lives, mattered and were blessed.  

San Juan Nepomuceno‟s cult fulfilled a different need.  His story was active. He was not 

a passive saint, but an active agent.  The steadfast devotion to God and what is right 

whom the criollos could model their own lives.  Like the Virgen de Guadalupe, the cult 

of San Juan Nepomuceno deserves credit in the development of the rise of the criollo 

consciousness in late viceregal visual culture. 
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Figure 1 

Unidentified Artist 

Portrait of Petra Maria Guadalupe Tomasa and Juan Nepomuceno Moncada y Berrio 

oil on canvas 

late 1700s 
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Figure 2  

Andrea Pfeffel 

Vita Beata Plate 29  

Engraving 

1725 
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Figure 3 

Andrea Pfeffel 

Plate 2  

Vita Beata Joannis Nepomuceni martyris  

Engraving 

1725 
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Figure 4  

Vita Beata Joannis Nepomuceni martyris  

illustrated book 

1725 
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Figure 5 

Anonymous 

Saint John of Nepomuk 

oil on paper, mounted to canvas 

Mexico, late 18th century 

9 ½ x 7 ¼  

Collection of the Brooklyn Museum of Art 
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Figure 6 

San Juan Nepomuceno con Espanola y India 

Oil on canvas 

18th cenutry 

Collection: Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, México 
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Figure 7 

Plate 23 -  

Andrea Pfeffel  

Vita Beata Joannis Nepomuceni martyris  
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Figure 8 

Saint Ignatius Loyola Teaching the Children of New Spain 

oil on canvas 

Late 18th century 
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Figure 9 

Devocionario 

1827 
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Figure 10 

Miguel Cabrera and Higinio de Chávez 

Retablos of San Juan Nepomuceno and the Virgen de Guadalupe 

Circa 1753 

Tepotzotlán, San Francisco Javier 
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Figure 12 

Unidentified artist (done in the style of Jose de Páez) 

Coronation of the Virgin 

oil on copper with glass and tortoise shell frame 

1770-90 

Collection: Denver Art Museum 
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Figure 13 

Jose de Alcíbar 

Portrait of Monja Maria Anna Josepha de Sr. San Ignacio 

oil on canvas 

1795 

 



 
Guillén 66 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

 
Figure 14 

Anonymous 

Portrait of Sor Maria Antonio de la Purisima Concepcion 

Oil on canvas 

1777 
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Figure 15 

Anonymous  

Escudo de monja (nun‟s shield) 

Embroidery and tortoiseshell frame 

Late 18th century 
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Figure 16 

Anonymous  

Virgin of the Immaculate Conception 

Escudo de Monja (nun‟s shield) - oil on copper with tortoiseshell frame 

Late 18th century 
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Figure 17 

Carlos Clemente Lopez 

San Juan Nepomuceno 

oil on linen fiber paper 

1780-90 
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Figure 18 

Francisco Antonio Vallejo 

Vision of Saint John of Patmos –Tenochtitlan, with San José and San Juan Nepomuceno 

Oil on copper 

1771 
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