
Winter 201364

On the COver

SpecterS of Luther, 
hereSiarch of 

coLoniaL Mexico

Alicia Mayer

Back in 2001 when I first had the idea of  researching 
the perception of  Martin Luther in Mexico, I was sure 

that I would end up disappointed. I thought there would be 
little or no information in the archives on the subject. But 
I found exactly the opposite. After I finished gathering all 
manner of  documents, manuscripts, sermons, chronicles, 
devotional books, theological treaties, and iconography, it 
turned out there was enough for an entire book.1

During the whole colonial period of  the viceroyalty of  
Mexico, there was a sustained vision of  Luther not only in 
writing but also in sermons and paintings. The crónicas, in 
discussing and justifying the Spanish conquest of  America, 
wrote of  Martin Luther in the context of  the conquest of  
Mexico and the first period of  colonization. In the seven-
teenth century, and coinciding with the decline of  the Span-
ish monarchy and the “Baroque period”2 in Mexico, a very 
negative archetype of  the former Augustinian friar was put 
forth, most notably in images. In the eighteenth century, 
we find a broad criticism of  Luther built up in sacred ora-
tions or sermons. Pointing towards a “national” identity, 
he became the antithesis of  the good patriot, which was 
represented by the Virgin of  Guadalupe.

There is a strong presence of  Luther in Mexican sources 
and strong ideological reasons for his being there. They 
stem directly from a true “Counter-Reformation”3 and 
its negative stereotype of  Luther. The German reformer 
was never thought of  as a person in his own right or even 
as a historical actor, in contrast to what we see in Lucas 
Cranach’s extraordinary portraits, for example. Nor was 
there any effort to understand Protestantism theologically. 
Luther remained an energumen, a monster, a Leviathan, 
a dragon, a wolf, a serpent, or a hydra. For three hundred 
years, Luther was the symbol of  evil incarnate.

This vision of  Luther derived from Spain’s European 
experience. The country had achieved political and reli-
gious unity at the time of  Isabella and Ferdinand, who 
acquired from the pope the Regio Patronato (regal patron-
age): authority to rule ecclesiastical affairs in the kingdom 
independently. When the Iberian church extended beyond 
its western frontiers and started its missionary task, it was 
closely linked to the monarchy’s political goals.

Later, during the reigns of  Charles v and Philip ii, the 
nation proclaimed itself  the champion of  orthodoxy and 
the principal enemy of  Protestantism. Spanish participa-
tion in the Council of  Trent was crucial, particularly in 
the theological conclusions of  the assemblies that aimed to 
anathematize Luther’s confession.

The Catholic church in Mexico depended on the Coun-
cil of  the Indies, which, through the Regio Patronato, had 
extensive powers in religious affairs and through the kings 
acted as intermediary between the Holy See and the Amer-
ican church.4 It was they who decided which bishops would 
spiritually govern the new Christians. Because of  its great 
distance, the authorities did not consider the destruction of  
heresy in Mexico as a primary goal. They had first to deal 
with the idolatry of  the Native Americans, then to reform 
the clergy according to the decrees from the Council of  
Trent in order to achieve uniformity of  faith and worship. 
But the menace of  heterodoxy in Europe kept Spain—and 
its colonies—on constant alert. New Spain allied itself  with 
the crown and the church, making a unique contribution 
to the widespread struggle against Protestantism.5 During 
Spain’s quest to gain control over European affairs in order 
to assert Catholic principles, it was Luther who became the 
scapegoat for the Thirty Years’ War and other atrocities.6 
And if  to the native population Luther was a complete alien, 
to the Spanish settlers and their creole descendants—intel-
lectuals, theologians, professors, poets, guilds of  painters 
and artists—he remained the archenemy of  Catholicism, 
responsible for the schism within the universal church.

Luther in the Crónicas

Luther’s name appears among the very first works of  his-
tory written in Mexico7; he appears more frequently in New 
Spanish writings after 1555 when secular clergy replaced 
missionary friars,8 but especially after 1570 when the Jesu-
its arrived in Mexico. While exalting the Tridentine church 
and praising the Roman pope, they put Luther to good 
abuse in their propaganda.9 Francisco López de Gómara’s 
Historia General de las Indias (1552) alludes to Lutheranism in 
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mentioning Pedro Gasca, a mission-
ary to Peru who had previously fought 
followers of  this “wrong sect” in Ger-
many.10

Catholic theologians and writers 
were pleased to find in America a 
compensation for the loss of  faith in 
Europe. They carried from Spain the 
notion that America was an uncor-
rupted paradise, free from the pol-
lution of  the Old World. It was the 
proper setting for utopias, the stage for 
a new history of  the church where the 
right kind of  reform would definitively 
succeed. Franciscan Bernardino de 
Sahagún’s Historia General de las Cosas 
de Nueva España (1577) puts the con-
quest and the Reformation in direct 
opposition: “’Tis true as it seems that 
in our times and in this land and with 
this people, God wants to restore to 
the Church what the Demon has sto-
len in England, Germany and France, 
in Asia and Palestine, to which we are 
very much obliged to thank our Lord 
and work faithfully in this His New 
Spain.”11

Franciscan Diego Valadés’s Rhetor-
ica Christiana (1579) zeros in on Refor-
mation doctrine, openly attacking the 
freedom of  the Christian to interpret 
the Scriptures: “At the Council of  
Trent it was prescribed that no one 
interprets the Holy Scripture differ-
ently from the norm of  the saints, who 
spent much life and effort to portray 
it in a healthy and strict form, as it 
must be shown in its authentic sense 
according to the sacred authors.”12 
Valadés’s work gives us the colony’s 
first written judgment of  Martin 
Luther, conferring on him the title 
“Archihereticus maledictus in Germa-
nia,” that “wretched heresiarch” ser-
pent, spreading its venom throughout 
Europe. According to Valadés, heretic 
countries were threatening this peace-
ful garden of  Eden by trying to steal 
American silver and treasures. While 
the monarchy in Spain was witness-
ing its political slide, the Mexican 
church was experiencing a golden era 
known as the primavera indiana (“Indian 
spring”).13 The Spanish and creole 

elite wanted to show the world that 
the Mexican church was leading the 
worldwide Catholic reform, a process 
that extended through the seventeenth 
century, even as Spain’s decline con-
tinued.

Jerónimo de Mendieta’s Historia 
Eclesiástica Indiana (1559) observes that 
the great hero of  the conquest, Hernán 
Cortés, and the former Augustinian 
friar, Martin Luther, were born in the 
same year (Mendiata claims 1483, 

though Cortés was actually born in 
1485), but to radically different pur-
poses. While Luther is made responsi-
ble for the religious fracture in Europe 
that caused the loss of  countless souls 
from the Catholic church, Cortés 
brought countless Indian natives, for-
merly living in darkness and oblivion, 
to the true faith.

Here we have to ponder how 
without a doubt God chose this 
brave captain don Fernando 
Cortés as an instrument to open 
the door and prepare the ground 
for the preaching of  the Gospel 
in the New World, where the 
Catholic Church would restore 
and compensate through the 
conversion of  many souls for the 
loss and great damage that the 

damned Luther had caused dur-
ing that time in the old Christen-
dom. So what was lost by one 
side was gained by the other.14

The conquest was justified by the 
magnitude of  its later results, and the 
American hemisphere was signaled out 
as the chosen place for the fulfillment 
of  God’s providence while Europe 
was turned upside down by Luther’s 
legacy. Mendieta attacks him because 
he “led the flock to the hands of  the 
Devil [and] corrupted the gospel.”15 
In Mendieta’s millennialist conception 
of  world history, Protestant heretics 
would soon be mercilessly condemned 
by God’s wrath for their arrogance, 
while America would be set aside for 
eternal salvation because of  the spirit-
ual conversion of  the Indians.16

The Monarquía Indiana (1615) of  Juan 
de Torquemada discusses at length 
idolatry and heresy: “two abominable 
things which the Devil uses to steal the 
Lord’s glory and power.”17 Torque-
mada attributes the rapid propagation 
of  schismatic ideas to Europe’s unsta-
ble situation during the pontificate 
of  Leo x and the prolonged absence 
of  emperor Charles v from the Holy 
Roman Empire. They eased the way 
for the “most perverse Luther” to dis-
seminate his false doctrines.18 As with 
Mendieta, Torquemada believed that 
Luther would be inevitably damned 
because he “perverted with false and 
abominable doctrine many and large 
provinces… like another Lucifer.”19 
Torquemada surpassed his prede-
cessors in recrimination against the 
German reformer. He is “a damned 
heresiarch,” “apostate of  faith,” an 
“evil sinner”; his proposals are “a con-
tagious disease,” “diabolical leprosy”; 
his followers are a “bad sect,” “hereti-
cal poison,” and “infernal lions.” On 
the other hand, he declares America 
free from Lutheranism, by the will of  
God, which conferred on it a special 
place in the history of  salvation.20

Historians from New Spain avoided 
mentioning Luther’s healthy criticism 
of  curial excesses and papal corrup-
tion, which opinon they might oth-
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Thomas Aquinas and his doctrine of  
transubstantiation roll over Luther 

and his devilish progeny. Puebla, 1767
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erwise have shared. Instead, they 
praised the first missionaries to the 
New World, who were themselves stu-
dents of  Cardinal Francisco Jimenez 
de Cisneros (d. 1517) and his reform-
ing movement, as well as the heroes of  
the post-Tridentine cleanup fifty years 
later. The need for local, pious exam-
ples explains the explosion of  New 
World hagiographies and makes clear 
why Catholic propaganda filled the 
New World with a narrative in which 
Luther was the leading antagonist.

Luther and New Spain’s Inquisition

At the close of  the sixteenth century, 
as heretical propositions multiplied in 
Europe, Philip ii was particularly wor-
ried about New Spain. Any religious 
incursion would threaten the political 
security of  the kingdom, which was 
based on the spiritual unity that rested 
in Catholicism. Bishops and monastic 
prelates in New Spain were zealously 
committed to defeating any new reli-
gious ideas, all of  which were given 
the generic title of  “Lutheran,” a word 
that “ended up having a broad signifi-
cance in the clergy’s vocabulary.”21 
America would be freed from the 
“spiritual pollution” and its schismatic 
sects commanded by “Luther and his 
henchmen” by means of  the Inquisi-
tion, which was formally established 
in Mexico in 1571. Despite the dearth 
of  real “Lutherans” in the Iberian 
peninsula, the Inquisition considered 
Luther enemy number one of  Spanish 
society, a sentiment that carried over 
to the Mexican holy office.22

Though authorities never found 
a heresiarch of  first magnitude in 
Mexico, there are some interesting 
cases from New Spain of  people being 
accused of  Lutheranism.23 Early colo-
nial documents describe people travel-
ing great distances to Mexico City to 
witness the autos-da-fé “because they 
were rare, and nothing like them had 
been seen before in this land, and they 
did not know what Lutherans were or 
what that meant, for not having heard 
about them until then.”24 The Inquisi-
tion managed to control incipient out-

breaks of  heterodoxy as part of  their 
commitment to eradicate Lutheran 
ideas, especially among foreigners. In 
Mexico, Protestantism did not take 
root among Spaniards, creoles, or mes-
tizos, much less among Indians.

Arguments in Oils

The negative image of  Martin Luther 
consolidated in various ways, helped 
by the tight identification of  the Cath-
olic church with the Spanish state. 
Because people from the colonies were 
unable to assist Spain in the longterm 
battle against Protestantism, artists, 
poets, writers, historians, and preach-
ers fought with the pen, the sacred lec-
ture, and the paintbrush.

Painting was an important vehicle 
for Catholic reform and propaganda. 
The colonial church promoted images 
as a means of  transmitting doctrine, 
especially concerning the church 
itself. They were conceived according 
to a program of  symbols and icono-
graphic elements. Themes for paint-
ings were decided by the canons, as 
were the precise details the artist must 
follow. Nothing was left to chance.25 
If, as frequently happened, there was 

a need to explain things, the Bible 
and other written texts were read and 
interpreted by learned men and then 
transmitted to the common people 
from the pulpit by means of  sacred 
orations.

In depictions of  the church from 
New Spain, Luther always played the 
role of  anti-hero and enemy of  Christ-
ian virtue, opposite the Hispanic, 
Catholic, Counter-Reformation hero. 
He appears in various ways: being 
crushed under the wheels of  the tri-
umphant carriage of  the Roman 
church or drowning in a raging sea 
while the church as ship sails away 
victoriously. He shows up as the oppo-
site of  other miracle stories, lives of  
saints, and angelical and other celes-
tial representations, or with a bandage 
covering his eyes as a symbol of  blind-

Nicolás Rodríguez Juárez, “The Church Triumphant” (1695) 
Carmelite Convent of  Celaya (image and detail; see also front cover).
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ness, ignorance, and vice. Painters drew from a common 
pool of  topics used by Protestant and Catholic polemicists 
alike. European engravings of  the time show Luther being 
thrown into a filthy latrine.

In the painting of  New Spain, Luther appears at the 
bottom the many versions of  the so-called “Triumph of  
the Church,” which theme can be traced to a Peter Paul 
Rubens mural in the convent of  the Descalzas in Madrid 
(1628). The New World versions imitate Rubens with their 
multitude of  characters, dramatic lighting, monumen-
tal dimensions, and turbulent decoration. The church is 
depicted as a woman, the pope, or St. Peter, who presides 
over the procession on a throne. As the carriage advances 
on the symbols of  truth—the sacramental elements—it 
crushes handfuls of  men who are stand-ins for traditional 
vices: hatred, discord, fury, blindness, ignorance, paganism, 
and, of  course, heresy.26 It is here that we find Luther, fol-

lowed by Calvin, Beza, and other leading figures of  the 
Reformation, defeated, vanquished, and humiliated by the 
Catholic machina. Descriptions found in sermons of  the 
time help identify Luther and other reformers in the pic-
tures, but many times the name is simply written in the 
picture itself.

 Another Mexican version of  this “Triumph” uses the 
traditional depiction of  the church as ship (also found 
in Protestant propaganda of  the time). The main ves-
sel, guarded by St. Michael, carries the leading religious 
orders. Below floats a smaller vessel carrying the doctors 
of  the church: Gregory, Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and 
Thomas Aquinas. Nearby, guided by devils, dodging the 
arrows flying from the ship of  orthodoxy, flounder two 
smaller vessels, the navis haereticorum and the navis scismatico-
rum. Still more damned and swimming desperately are five 
characters indicated by name: Luther (in a sort of  Moor-
ish costume; detail on p. 64), Beza, Calvin, Sabellius, and 
Arius.27 Around the edges we see a fight against pagan-
ism and infidelity (see back cover; the painting is now in 
the Museo Nacional del Virreinato). The entire topic was 
considered so relevant that it was even transmitted to the 
Aztecs in their own language, Náhuatl.28

These colonial images import the anti-Protestant pro-
paganda from Spain and Rome, adorning Mexico’s cathe-
drals, sacristies, and episcopal palaces with a stylized fight 
against heresy. Yet another visual battle against Lutheran-
ism was Miguel Cabrera’s celebrated portrait of  Ignatius 
of  Loyola standing over the heresiarch—a reversal, so it 
seems, of  a well-known German engraving that shows 
Luther standing with his open Bible over a monstrous 
Catholic monk. But in New Spain this straw-man polemic 
took on an additional significance: it reaffirmed the success 
of  the Mexican episcopacy as spiritual leader.29

Orations against an Absent Luther

In the presence of  these triumphal adornments, Mexico’s 
pulpits resounded with anti-Lutheran rhetoric—words 
that washed over a large swath of  the population. Sermons 
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are filled with 
condemnations of  Luther, calling him “vomit from hell,” 
for example.30 He is most frequently mentioned in homi-
lies concerning Jesuits, the defense of  the sacraments (par-
ticularly the eucharist), and the military triumphs of  Spain 
against the Protestant nations. But above all he shows up in 
sermons dedicated to the Virgin. Among the most learned 
discourses laced with biblical exposition, when the history 
of  the New World was addressed, there was Luther and his 
offspring blocking the realization of  the divine will. Her-
etics were “henchmen” of  Lucifer, devils, mortal enemies 
of  Catholicism. Luther appeared as a “bloody wolf ” and a 
“wild serpent,” the German crow of  incarnate evil.31

Luther was ultimately depicted as the antagonist to 
Mexico’s great national symbol: the Virgin of  Guadalupe, 

St. Nicolas, portrayed according to the Golden Legend, 
handing virtue to children while Luther’s vices are tossed aside. 

Church in Calpulalpan, Tlaxcala
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identified in America as the preg-
nant woman from Revelation 12:1. 
Inspired by this chapter, the Virgin 
is often depicted destroying a seven-
headed hydra.32 In one image, Luther 
is one of  the satanic heads.33 Luther 
and Calvin sprout up continually in 
many sermons, only to be destroyed 
repeatedly by Mary of  Guadalupe. In 
the capitals, certain festivals thanked 
the Virgin of  Guadalupe “for scaring 
the bloody wolves and beasts, serpents 
that are enemies of  justice and divine 
law,” keeping Spain’s colonies free in 
peace and security.34

But the Virgin also opposed “the 
infernal fanatical spirits,” and it is not 
coincidental that we find numerous 
references to Luther in these sermons, 
especially after 1737, when she was 
proclaimed patroness of  Mexico.35 
The victory of  right over wrong, good 
over evil, light over darkness—and 
orthodoxy over heresy—was taught 
through the apocalyptic struggle 
between Luther and the Virgin. In 
1796, one José Ignacio de la Puente 
echoes the words of  earlier centuries, 
now bearing the role of  the Virgin:

At the same time that the heroes 
of  iniquity [that is, Protestants] 
fought in Europe for the religion 

of  their ancestors, the apparition 
of  the Holy Virgin was for our 
America a living proof, which 
established and confirmed the 
doctrine of  the Gospels and the 
tradition of  the church. So the 
Holy Virgin, by converting the 
infidels of  this kingdom, not only 
made amends for the significant 
losses of  the church in Europe, 
but also confused the heretics, 
by showing them that the faith is 
preserved pure and clean among 
us, just as we received it from our 
ancestors.36

Counter-Reformation religion also 
defended the use of  images against 
Protestant iconoclasts, and Luther 
again stands in for this error, flanked 
by the glories of  the Virgin’s appari-
tion, which was very early on accom-
panied by a miraculous painting. 
Priest Patricio Fernández de Uribe 
denounces, “among the innumerable 
errors invented by Luther together 
with other mortal venoms to cor-
rupt and infect the nations, not least 
among them were those which he 
vomited against the cult and worship 
the Church and the faithful render to 
images of  the saints and especially to 
the Mother of  God.”37

Images of  the Virgin attracted 
multitudes of  pilgrims to temples 
and sanctuaries throughout the year. 
Preachers quashed Luther’s critiques 
of  these dear pieties. Again from 
Fernández de Uribe: “At the same 
time that Luther in Europe sought to 
eradicate the cult of  images and to 
suppress the power of  Mary, God sent 
to America an image of  this Holy Vir-
gin miraculously painted, using Her as 
an effective means to establish the true 
religion.”38

Sermons disparaged Luther for 
what they took to be his attacks against 
images and the sacraments and for his 
support of  individual interpretation 
of  Holy Scripture. Against this, theo-
logians emphasized the necessity of  
works to become worthy of  salvation. 
Some sermons opposed the reform-
ers with Counter-Reformation orders. 

“The Society of  Jesus,” said one 
Mexican preacher, “was born in the 
time when Luther, Calvin, and Ulrich 
[Zwingli] introduced the winter of  
their mistaken [ideas] to the world.”39 
Another cleric exalted Ignatius of  
Loyola for “having vanquished errors 
among heretics… when the church 
was besieged by its most powerful ene-
mies, Calvin, Luther, Melanchthon, 
and other general heresiarchs allied 
with the emperor of  hell, numerous 
squadrons of  pestilent men.”40

Of  course, in reducing all “sec-
tarians” to one opprobrious term, 
“Lutheran,” all historical reality, let 
alone detail, was lost.

Being our enemies that now 
threaten us, and not only our 
city but all the Provinces of  this 
Kingdom, the heretics Luther 
and Calvin from England and 
their allies with the most ter-
rible and powerful navy that can 
be seen in these American seas, 
asked to introduce the venom 
of  their sects to this reign and 
deprived our King Philip v of  
his provinces.41

By the eighteenth century, Luther had 
become a pirate.

Miguel Cabrera, 
Ignatius Loyola crushing Luther.

Museo Nacional del Arte, Mexico City

The Virgin of  Guadalupe fights the seven-
headed beast, one of  the heads being Luther’s. 
Gregorio José de Lara, “Vision of  St. John 
in Patmos/Tenochtitlán,” eighteenth century, 

Temple of  Coixtlahuaca, Oaxaca



Winter 201362

Revolutionary “Lutherans”

The condemnation of  Luther and 
of  Protestantism, repeated exhaust-
ively, succeeded in consolidating the 
Counter-Reformation programs of  
Trent. Spanish America certainly did 
not welcome “the abominable mon-
ster of  heresy.”42 But perhaps for that 
very reason it would pay a high price 
for neglecting all novelty. New Spain’s 
population closed in on itself, compli-
cating the process of  secularization 
and leading to widespread disen-
chantment with traditional Cathol-

icism. Unaware of  the outcome of  his 
intolerance, José Patricio Fernández 
de Uribe erupted:

Burst out, and springing furi-
ously from the abyss, the two 
ferocious monsters, heresy and 
war, ran throughout Europe 
bringing with them discord and 
error, false liberty, pleasure, arro-
gance of  spirit, a mistaken inter-
est in dominion, and reckless 
inclination towards independ-
ence. Luther and Calvin, more 
than seven-headed hydras, go on 

aborting and prodigiously repro-
ducing monstrous heresiarchs 
in different parts, until our own 
day’s Voltaires and Rousseaus, 
worse and more pernicious than 
they.43

Foreign ideas from France, Eng-
land, the former thirteen colonies 
of  America, and from Spain itself  
would ultimately undermine Baroque 
Catholicism. All the matters addressed 
much earlier by Luther—skepticism 
toward former beliefs, discussions of  
the way people related to God, exter-
nal forms of  worship, sacraments, 
freedom of  conscience, veneration of  
images, and other matters—finally did 
come to light in New Spain at the end 
of  the colonial period.

On the eve of  Mexican indepen-
dence, things would change. Political 
disturbances, social turmoil, and a 
radical discussion of  a “new” philoso-
phy filled the air. Nevertheless, all the 
while the image of  Luther remained 
linked with evil and infamy. The colo-
nial authorities blamed Luther’s doc-
trine for the collapse of  their empire. 
When the Inquisition put Mexico’s 
founding fathers Miguel Hidalgo and 
José María Morelos in the docket, the 
charge was not only insurrection but 
“Lutheranism.” LF

aLicia Mayer is Director of  the Cen-
ter of  Mexican Studies at the Univer-
sidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
in Madrid.
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