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ABSTRACT

In the mid-sixteenth century, individual and compiled martyrologies—consumed chiefly 
for edifying purposes—represented the culmination of the Roman Catholic culture of 
martyrdom that had taken shape in the final decades of the sixteenth century and was 
popularized through images of suffering and piety conveyed by their protagonists. This 
paper examines Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis et vitae profusionem militans in Europa, 
Africa, Asia et America (Prague, 1675) by Father Matthias Tanner (1630–1692), an illus-
trated work presenting the martyrs of the Jesuit order on each continent (except Oceania). 
Following the global vision of martyrdom proposed by the Bohemian provincial, I seek to 
illuminate the communicative and iconographic system underlying the universalist pro-
ject of the Society of Jesus, with particular attention to the martyrs of the southern islands 
of the Philippines.
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Introduction

In the context of the creation of new imperial spaces,1 the Society of Jesus, con-
sidered the first global religious organization, led the cultural and religious as-
similation of the Spanish and Portuguese eastern kingdoms.2 The Jesuits arrived 
in the Philippines in 1581 from New Spain, where they became agents of trans-
formation of the cultures with which they interacted. Schools and colleges served 
as the starting point; from there, members of the Society organized so-called 
“flying missions,” short-term initiatives of a preparatory nature, which were soon 
followed by “long missions” directed at groups of “infidels,” most notably in the 
Visayas and the southern Philippines.3 To deal with these multiple fronts, Gener-
al Claudio Aquaviva (1581–1615) sent twenty-five priests, under the auspices of 
Philip II (1556–1598), who promoted a royal decree that separated the mission 
territory in that finis terrae into four areas: Pampanga and Ilocos, which were 
to be under the tutelage of the Augustinians; Camarines and Tayabas, under the 
Franciscans; the Visayas, whose tutelage would be shared by Augustinians and 
Jesuits; while the Dominicans would take care of the evangelization of the Sangl-
eyes of the Manila Parian and the provinces of Pangasinan and Cagayan.4 The 
lion’s share went to Franciscans and the Augustinians, while the Jesuits received 
the poorest and least populated areas of Samar and Leyte.5

In the last few years, there has been a sharp rise in interest in the connection 
between martyrdom, political propaganda, and empire in America, Japan, and the 

1   �My understanding of the concept of “empire” is invested in the idea of “webs of trade, 
knowledge, migration, military power, and political intervention that allowed certain com-
munities to assert their influence and sovereignty over other groups” (Tony Ballantyne and 
Antoinette Burton, “Introduction: Bodies, Empires, and World Histories,” in Bodies in Con-
tact: Rethinking Colonial Encounters in World History, eds. Tony Ballestyne and Antoinette 
Burton (Duke University Press, 2005), 3).

2   �Luke Clossey, Salvation and Globalisation in the Early Jesuit Mission (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2008), 1–19.

3   �For an analysis of “different types of misión,” see Aliocha Maldavsky, Vocaciones incier-
tas: Misión y misioneros en la provincia jesuita del Perú de los siglos XVI y XVII (CSIC, 
IFEA and Universidad Antonio Ruiz de Montoya, 2012), 71–124.

4   �The so-called sangleyes were Chinese merchants and migrants. See Mª Fernanda García 
de los Arcos, Estado y clero en las Filipinas del siglo XVIII (Universidad Autónoma Met-
ropolitana/Iztapalapa, 1988), 50–1.

5   �John L. O’Phelan, The Hispanization of the Philippines: Spanish Aims and Filipino Re-
sponses, 1565–1700 (Wisconsin University Press, [1959] 1967), 49–50; Lucio Gutiérrez, 
Historia de la iglesia en Filipinas (Mapfre América, 1992), 71–3; Lucio Gutiérrez, “The 
Formative Years of the Archdiocese of Manila (1565–1850). Part One,” Philippiniana 
Sacra 46, no. 137 (2011): 471.
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Philippines.6 At the end of the sixteenth century, the repressive offensive of the 
Japanese authorities against the Christian faith started from Nagasaki. On Feb-
ruary 5, 1597, in Nagasaki, twenty–six Christians were executed, among them 
six Discalced Franciscan friars (Commissary Peter Baptist and five brothers in 
habit), three Japanese brothers (Pablo Miki and his two catechists, Juan Goto and 
Santiago Kisai) and seventeen Japanese–born neophytes.7 News of their violent 
deaths spread rapidly among their confreres by means of engravings, holy images, 
post–factum accounts and eulogies with theatrical representation, moving mar-
tyrdom to center stage.8 For their European counterparts, the Jesuit missionaries 

6   �Alexandre Coello de la Rosa, Jesuits at the Margins. Missions and Missionaries of the 
Mariana Islands (1668–1769) (Routledge, 2016); Alejandro Cañeque, “Mártires y discur-
so martirial en la formación de las fronteras misionales jesuitas,” Relaciones 145 (2016): 
13–61; Alejandro Cañeque, Un imperio de mártires. Religión y poder en las fronteras 
de la monarquía hispánica (Marcial Pons, 2020); Rafael Gaune, Escritura y salvación. 
Cultura misionera jesuita en tiempos de Anganamón, siglo XVII (Universidad Alberto 
Hurtado, 2016); Katherine McAllen, “Jesuit Martyrdom Imagery Between Mexico and 
Rome,” in The New World and Italian Religious Culture, eds. Elizabeth Horodowich and 
Lia Markey (Cambridge University Press, 2017), 143–65; Esther Jiménez Pablo, “El mar-
tirio en las misiones durante el siglo XVII: devoción y propaganda política,” Chronica 
Nova 43 (2017): 139–65; José Luis Betrán Moya, “Aun a costa de la propia vida. Martirio 
y misión en el mundo ibérico en la Edad Moderna,” in Identidades y fronteras culturales 
en el mundo ibérico de la Edad Moderna, eds. José L. Betrán, Bernat Hernández and 
Doris Moreno (UAB, 2017), 283–96; Fernando Ciaramitaro, “Política y religión: martirio 
jesuita y simbolización monárquica de las Marianas,” Convergencia. Revista de Ciencias 
Sociales 78 (2018): 195–225; Camilla Russell, “Early Modern Martyrdom and the Society 
of Jesus in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” in Narratives and Representation of 
Suffering, Failure and Martyrdom. Early Modern Catholicism Confronting the Adversities 
of History, ed. Leonardo Cohen (Universidade Católica Portuguesa – Centro de Estudios 
de História Religiosa, 2020), 67–99.

7   �Luis de Guzmán, S.J., Historia de las Misiones que han hecho los religiosos de la Com-
pañía de Jesús para predicar el Santo Evangelio en los Reinos del Japón. Segunda parte 
(Viuda de Juan Gracián, 1601), ff. 610–18; Varones Ilustres de la Compañía de Jesús, Tomo 
I. Misión del Japón (Imp. del Corazón de Jesús, 1887), 219–35. In 1614 and 1622, new 
executions turned the Jesuit Japanese Province into a  theatrum sanguinis. See Federico 
Palomo, “Procurators, religious orders and cultural circulation in the Early Modern Portu-
guese Empire: printed works, images (and relics) from Japan in António Cardim’s journey 
to Rome (1644–1646),” e–Journal of Portuguese History 14, no. 2 (2016): 13.

8   �Martyrdom also became the object of a dispute between Franciscans and Jesuits for the 
monopoly of evangelization in Japan (“Defensa que el P. Bautista, franciscano, hizo ante 
la Congregación y ante Felipe IV de los mártires de Japón contra los informes de los PP. 
Jesuitas,” Archivo de la Universidad de Santo Tomás, Folletos, vol. 11.7, n.d., 45–92). The 
Spanish in the Philippines supported the former, who accused the latter of the outbreak 
of the persecutions. See Hélène Vu Thanh, “The Glorious Martyrdom of the Cross. The 
Franciscans and the Japanese Persecutions of 1597,” Culture and History Digital Journal 
e005 (2017): 1–9, http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2017.005.
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soon became the “heroes” of the Catholic reformation in the Pacific. After Ja-
pan’s  isolationist policy or sakoku (July 5, 1639), that made it impossible for 
the Jesuits and the Franciscans to found new missions in the Land of the Rising 
Sun, the Society of Jesus concentrated its efforts on the southern regions of the 
Philippines.

Although Bayne and Cañeque have explored borderland contexts, little at-
tention has been paid to the islands of the southern Philippines where Reformist 
Catholicism was either marginal or outlawed.9 The scenario for martyrdom in the 
Southern Philippines had no resemblance to that of Japan. There were no crosses 
to die on nor were the Jesuits tortured in the pit to coerce them to recant their 
faith. In the Philippines, martyrdom took place in remote missions with barely 
any witnesses around, or in the vast ocean sailed by the missionaries.

On June 23, 1635, the Jesuit Melchor de la Vera (1585–1646), rector of the 
Carigara residence and a skilful architect, assisted in the construction of the pre-
sidio of San José de Zamboanga (June 23, 1635), located on the western tip of 
the island of Mindanao, which the Spanish authorities had decided to build in 
their attempts to check Malay Muslim attacks.10 However, in May 1663, Gover-
nor-General Don Sabiniano Manrique de Lara (1603–1683, in office 1653–1663) 
ordered the definitive dismantling of the Spanish positions in the presidios of 
the island of Ternate, in the Moluccas, as well as those of Zamboanga, Calami-
anes and Iligan, in Mindanao, abandoning the six thousand samales or lutaos  
(Sama-Bajau, badjao, or bayao, in Spanish) who lived there.11 The Society of 
Jesus protested strongly against this “pitiful abandonment,” as Combés put it,12 
which meant an attack on their policy of evangelization in the southern Philip-
pines, so they appealed to the missionary heritage of Francis Xavier (1506–1552).

The aim of this essay is twofold. First, it seeks to analyze depictions of the 
martyrdom of Jesuit missionaries in the southern islands of the Philippines as an 
ambivalent discourse of life, death, sin, and grace—one that provided a window 

9     �Brandon Lynn Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification: Sacrifice and Suffering in the Jesuit 
Missions of Northwestern New Spain, 1594–1767,” PhD diss., Harvard Divinity School, 
2012; Cañeque, Un imperio de mártires.

10   �Diego de Bobadilla, S.J., Relación de las gloriosas victorias que en mar, y tierra an 
tenido las armas de nuestro invictíssimo Rey, y Monarca Felipe IV, el Grande, en las 
islas Filipinas, contra los Moros de la gran Isla de Mindanao, y su rey Cachil Corralat, 
debajo de la conducta de don Sebastián Hurtado de Corcuera, caballero de la orden de 
Alcántara, y del Consejo de Guerra de su majestad, gobernador y capitán general de 
aquellas islas (Imprenta de Pedro de Quiñones, 1638), fol. 12v.

11   �The lutaos were a group of superficially Islamized maritime nomads who sailed—and 
continue to sail—the Sulu Sea.

12   �Francisco Combés, S.J., Historia de Mindanao y Joló, ed. W. E. Retana, and P. Pastells, 
S.J. (Imprenta de la Viuda de M. Minuesa de los Ríos, [1667] 1897), 631.



65 Of Heroes and Villains...

into the Order’s own historical memory. These representations functioned as an 
effective propagandistic tool which, as Fragonard rightly pointed out, “occurs 
through text and image, through the spectacular audience and through meditation 
or private reading.”13 Secondly, the essay examines Tanner’s Jesuit martyrologi-
cal imagery as a gallery of sanctity in which each martyr is visually “canonized,” 
while simultaneously mapping the geography relevant to the Jesuit mission in 
the Philippines.

The use of religious imagery was, of course, not new in the history of Christi-
anity, but it found a powerful metaphorical expression in Tanner’s engravings of 
the apostolic mission and the tribulations it entailed. Tanner’s work was a tribute 
to the famous Tertullian’s sentence, semen est sanguis Christianorum.14 None-
theless, Tanner situates these martyrdoms within a spatial and global framework, 
presenting them not merely as isolated events but as part of a broader missionary 
network. In doing so, it interprets conflict not simply as a political or military 
phenomenon, but as a spiritual battlefield, thereby consolidating a dichotomous 
vision of antagonistic cultures in which salvation, truth, and divine providence 
were fundamentally at stake.15

The militant impact of the first martyrs of Japan was key to solidarizing a fer-
vent crowd with the propagation of Catholic faith in Asia-Pacific. The Jesuits, 
as is well known, helped to pioneer the publication of martyrial propaganda re-
garding the labor of evangelization in Japanese missions through their so-called 
Cartas Anuas (Annual Letters), although other religious orders soon followed 
suit.16 They also used visual culture to disseminate the heroic lives of those far-
flung missionaries who died in the following years (1614, 1622, 1624). Pro-
gress in Japan was spectacular yet short lived, so engravings and illustrations of 

13   �Marie-Madeleine Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs, morts en service de charité: la mémoire 
de l’ordre jésuite,” Littératures Classiques 73, no. 3 (2010): 192, author’s translation.

14   �Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus,  Apologeticus, Corpus Christianorum: Series 
Latina 1 (Brepols, 1954), 50.13.

15   �Ana M. Rodríguez–Rodríguez, “Old Enemies, New Contexts: Early Modern Spanish 
(Re)–Writing of Islam in the Philippines,” in Coloniality, Religion, and the Law in the 
Early Iberian World, eds. Santa Arias and Raúl Marrero–Fente (Vanderbilt University 
Press, 2014), 137–58; Ana M. Rodríguez–Rodríguez, “Retorno a Zamboanga: estrategias 
imperiales ante el Islam en las islas Filipinas,” eHumanista: Journal of Iberian Studies 
40 (2018): 374–88. See also Eberhard Crailsheim, “¿Fortalecer la cohesión interna? El 
«peligro moro» en las Filipinas coloniales en la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII,” in Filipi-
nas, siglo XIX. Coexistencia e interacción entre comunidades en el imperio español, eds. 
María Dolores Elizalde and Xavier Huetz De Lemps (Polifemo, 2017), 398–99.

16   �Jorge Mojarro, “Colonial Spanish Philippine Literature between 1604 and 1808: A First 
Survey,” in More Hispanic Than We Admit 3. Quincentennial Edition, 1521–1820. Fili-
pino and Spanish Interactions over the Centuries, ed. Jorge Mojarro (Vibal Foundation, 
Inc., 2020), 433.
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heroic martyrs helped justify both the expansion of imperial borders and mis-
sionary projects. After the extinction of the Japanese mission in 1639, the so-
called pope’s “light cavalry” strove to consolidate its positions in the southern 
Philippines, and more specifically, in the islands of Mindanao and Sulu. These 
emerging borderlands were the cradle of propaganda as Jesuit missionaries  
began dying violently at the hands of the Moros (Moors),17 which eventually 
served to promote their beatification and subsequent canonization.18 Although 
the Society of Jesus was suppressed in 1773 by Pope Clement XIV (1769–1774), 
the spiritual conquest continued long afterward. Following the restoration of the 
Society in the Philippines in 1859, the Jesuits resumed their long-delayed mis-
sion to convert the great southern island.19

Matthias Tanner (1630–1692) and his Work on Martyrdom

Martyrdom, as a cultural phenomenon, is a symbolic system that must be decoded 
through registers tied to a specific language of production. Within a context that 
exalted Habsburg piety, martyrologies—whether individual or compiled—repre-
sented the culmination of the Society of Jesus’s developing awareness of martyr-
dom, a consciousness that emerged in the final decades of the sixteenth century in 
an effort to emulate the martyrs of the early Church. These “living texts,” to borrow 
Rebillard’s words, were actively used, interpreted, and reactivated by communities 
that merged visual representations with mental images to foster religious devotion. 
Particularly at a time when Jesuits found themselves in a precarious position across 
Catholic Europe, martyrological narratives were committed to defending and pub-
licizing the Jesuit overseas missions as a means of self–promotion.

17   �The first to refer to the Malay peoples of the Philippine lowlands or coasts as moros was 
López de Legazpi (1502–1572), who used this term to differentiate them from those of 
the interior, most of whom were regarded as pagan or gentiles. See Wenceslao E. Retana, 
“Notas,” in Antonio de Morga, Sucesos de las islas Filipinas, ed. Patricio Hidalgo  
Nuchera (Polifemo, 1997), 40. However, this is a historical label applied to Muslim pop-
ulations in these areas and, as an emic term, it is not neutral. For a critique of the use of 
the concept moro, see Isaac Donoso, “Concepto asiático de Moro,” Revista del Instituto 
Egipcio de Estudios Islámicos 44 (2016): 39–60.

18   �Pablo González Tornel, “Forging an Image for the Spanish Monarchy in Seventeenth 
Century Rome. Habsburg Religiosity and Visual Propaganda,” Hispanic Research 
Journal 19, no. 5 (2018): 481–99, https://doi.org/10.1080/14682737.2018.1511282; Al-
ison C. Fleming, “Jesuit Visual Culture: Communication, Globalization, and Relation-
ships,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 6 (2019): 187–95, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/22141332-
00602001.

19   �María Aguilera Fernández, “La reimplantación de la Compañía de Jesús en Filipinas: de 
la restauración a la Revolución filipina (1815–1898),” PhD diss., Universitat Autònoma 
de Barcelona, 2018.
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In particular, I would like to introduce Matthias Tanner, rector of the Jesuit 
college Universitas Carolo–Ferdinandae in Prague and provincial of Bohemia 
for six years, who authored two treatises on illustrious members of the order.20 
Published 135 years after the founding of the Society of Jesus, the first trea-
tise—Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis et vitae profusionem militans, in Europa, 
Africa, Asia et America, contra Gentiles, Mahometanos, Judaeos, Haereticos, 
Impios, pro Deo, Fide, Ecclesia, Pietate. Sive Vita, et mors eorum qui ex Soci-
etate Iesu in causa Fidei et Virtutis propugnatae violenta morte toto orbe sub-
lati sunt  (Prague, San Clemente, 1675)—deals largely with the biographies of 
Jesuit victims in missions around the world. It is a  record of the experiences, 
activities, and deaths of Jesuit missionaries during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries.21 The second one, Societatis Jesu Apostolorum imitatrix, sive gesta 
praeclara et virtutes eoum qui e Societate Jesu in procurenda salute animarum, 
per Apostolicos Missiones, conciones, sacramentorum ministerial, Evangelii 
inter fideles et infidels propagationem, ceteraque munia Apostolica, per totum 
orbem terrarium speciali zelo desudarunt (Pragae, Typ. Universitatis, 1694), 
is consecrated to the goodness of the apostles, thereby extoling “martyrdom of 
charity”—a new form of voluntary auto–sacrificial behavior that might lead to 
a redemptive death because it involved a risk of death but not a certainty—rather 
than focusing on violence and the blood of the victims.22

20   �Previous to the aforementioned two, there was a “third one,” Heroes et victimae charita-
tis Societatis Jesu, seu, Catalogus eorum qui e Societate Iesu charitati animam devover-
unt (ex typographia Varesii, 1658), initiated by Father Philippe Alegambe (1592–1652), 
and enriched with the contributions of Fathers Johannes Nádasi (1614–1679) and Mat-
thias Tanner.

21   �The reception of Tanner’s work was so warmly welcomed as to being translated into 
German in 1683, entitled Die Gesellschaft Jesu biβ zur Vergiessung ihres Blutes wider 
den Götzendienst, Unglauben und Laster für Gott, den wahren Glauben und Tugenden in 
allen 4 Theilen der Welt streitend; das ist: Lebens–Wandel und Todtes–Begebenheit der 
jenigen, die auβ der Gesellschaft Jesu umb Verthätigung Gottes, des wahren Glaubens 
und der Tugenden, gewaltthätiger Weiβ hingerichtet worden (CaroloFerdinandeischen 
Universität Buhdruckerey). See Cristina Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras da obra Societa-
tis Jesu Usque Ad Sanguinis et Vitae Profusionem Militans e a cultura jesuíta do martirio 
na época moderna (sécs. XVI–XVIII),” in Svatý František Xaverský a jezuitská kultura 
v  českých zemích [Saint Francis Xavier and Jesuit culture in Czech lands], ed. Pavel 
Stěpánek (Palacký University, 2014), 148; Diana Isabel Jaramillo Juárez, De libros inge-
niosos de la Biblioteca Palafoxiana, y un manuscrito (Auditoria Superior del Estado de 
Puebla and Museo–Biblioteca Palafoxiana, 2018), 57.

22   �Marie-Madeleine Fragonard, “‘Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas’: l’instant de la 
mort solitaire dans les gravures illustrant Matthias Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad san-
guinem militans, 1675,” Cahiers du GADGES 12 (2014) (Les detours de l’illustration 
sous l’Ancien Regime): 137–38.
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However, for the purpose of this essay, I will focus mostly on the Societas Jesu 
usque ad sanguinis et vitae profusionem militans, which is not a 548-page cata-
log of setbacks and defeats but rather a narrative of successes. As in Fr. Andrés 
Pérez de Ribas’s Historia de los triumphos de nuestra Santa Fe (Madrid, 1645), 
martyrdom was interpreted as a sign of the devil’s anger at the Jesuits’ progress 
in the conversion of New Spain, which in turn signaled the victory of the Catho-
lic faith over sin.23 The triumphs of God and the Church Militant did not mourn 
sacrificial death; instead, they sought to draw the viewer or reader—courtiers, 
sponsors, the general Catholic readership—into the imagined suffering of Jesuit 
martyrs as crucial investments for the harvesting of spiritual fruit.24 Moreover—
and no less importantly—Tanner positioned the Society of Jesus as the spearhead 
of the post-Tridentine dogmas of Baroque Catholicism and martyrial culture en-
dowed with a genuinely universal apostolic vocation.25

However, Tanner was compelled to exercise caution in employing the 
term  saint  to designate individuals who had not yet been canonized by the 
Church. At the conclusion of his collective obituary, his protestatio  expressly 
cautions the intended readership that he does not aim to suggest anything that 
might appear to confer sanctity upon them.26 By offering this circumspect qual-
ification, he implicitly reaffirms the superior authority of the Roman Pontiff in 
matters concerning the recognition of saintly agency.27 Although the Jesuit fa-
thers had performed deeds that seemed to exceed human capacities—and might 
plausibly be construed as miraculous—Tanner carefully notes that such actions 
had not yet been subjected to examination by the Apostolic See. As Fragonard 
aptly observes, “violence and witness through death are, in a message that is ad-
mittedly fairly common, signs of holiness.”28 Hence no Jesuit is represented with 

23   �Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 20.
24   �Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 67; 173.
25   �Kirstin Noreen, “Ecclesiae militantis triumphi: Jesuit Iconography and the Counter–Ref-

ormation,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 29, no. 3 (1998): 699–700; Christian Biet,  
“La mort des martyrs, enjeux axiologiques, enjeux ritualisés, enjeux théâtraux,” Altre 
Modernità 4, no. 1–9 (2010): 1–2, https://doi.org/10.13130/2035–7680/684.

26   �“Reader, note that in the praises of the illustrious men whom I have included in this book, 
I touch upon some things in passing, which seem to ascribe sanctity to them.” Matthias 
Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis et vitae profusionem militans in Europa, Africa, 
Asia, et America, contra gentiles, Mahometanos, Judaeos, Haereticos, impios, pro Deo, 
fide, ecclesia, pietate: Sive Vita, et mors eorum, qui ex Societate Jesu in causa fidei, 
& irtutis propugnatae, violentâ morte toto orbe sublati sunt (Typis Universitatis Caro-
lo–Ferdinandeae, in Collegio Societatis Jesu ad S. Clementem, per Joannem Nicolaum 
Hampel Factorem, 1675), 548, author’s translation.

27   �See Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 193; Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole 
pas,” 140.

28   �Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 205, author’s translation.
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a halo; rather, they are shown as mutilated bodies who transcend fear in order to 
attain a spiritual condition analogous to Christ’s own suffering.

However, this simple yet compelling humanam historiam—as Tanner described 
it—is more than a  Jesuit genealogy of martyrdom. His illustrated compendium 
should be understood as a guided tour through the evangelizing mission of the So-
ciety of Jesus, intended both for celebration and emulation.29 It became a form of 
“spiritual mapping” that systematically presented the 304 Jesuit martyrs recorded 
between 1549 and 1655, organized into four continental groups (with the exception 
of Oceania): 68 in Africa, 120 in Asia, 50 in the Americas, and 68 in Europe.30 This 
division, as Osswald argues, was designed to affirm “the superiority of Catholic 
martyrdom, due to its universal nature, over Protestant martyrdom.”31

Tanner’s martyrology—although he refrains from using this term—was not 
a history book, but an up–to–date model of humanist rhetoric that was supposed 
to provide aesthetic pleasure. It included not only text description but also 165 
drawings with annotations below engraved by the German artist Melchior Küs-
sel (Augsburg, 1626–1684), a member of one of the most important families of 
engravers of the first Baroque. Only the engravings–frontispieces of the four 
continents are allegorical.32 The models of the drawings, which illustrate the type 
and time of death of the victims, involved the Prague artist Karel Škréta (1610–
1674), a painter of religious and melancholic pictures, whose main function was 
to show their confreres that the cruelty of martyrdom was proportional to the 
hatred of their executioners.33

29   �Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 197; Jiménez Pablo, “El martirio en las misiones,” 141.
30   �Renato Cymbalista, “A presença dos santos mártires e relíquias sagradas na construção 

do território cristão da América portuguesa,” Revista Lusófona de Ciência das Religiões 
15 (2009): 225; Cristina Osswald, “A Iconografía do Martírio na Companhia de Jesus 
entre os sécs. XVI e XVIII,” Revista Portuguesa de Filosofia 65 (supl.) (2009): 1305; 
Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 148.

31   �Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 148, author’s translation. See also Osswald, “A Icono-
grafía do Martírio,” 1308; Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 139. 
Not coincidentally, the book by the newly converted Englishman Richard Verstegen, 
Theatrum Crudelitatum Haereticorum Antuérpia (1568), which depicted the persecu-
tions of Catholics in England, France, and Germany, was published in response to the 
Acts and Monuments of the Church Containing the History and Suffering of the Martyrs, 
by the Anglican John Foxe (1563–1583) (Osswald, “A Iconografía do Martírio, 1304; 
Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 151). See also Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs, 194–95; 
Russell, “Early Modern Martyrdom,” 71.

32   �Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 139.
33   �Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 202; Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole 

pas,” 137–38; Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 148. For a discussion of the use of imag-
es as historical documents, see Peter Burke, Visto y no visto. El uso de la imagen como 
documento histórico (Crítica, [2001] 2005), 11–24.
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Other treatises, such as  De Christianis apud Iaponios Triumphis  (Munich, 
1623) by the Flemish Father Nicolas Trigault (1577–1628), or Fasciulus e Iap-
ponicis floribus suo adhuc madentibus sanguine (Rome, 1646) by Father Antó-
nio Francisco Cardim (1596–1659), already included prints and engravings of 
the Jesuit martyrs of Japan (1597; 1614, 1622, and 1624). However, while the 
former sought visceral impact—aiming to shock, horrify, and evoke pity and 
admiration—the latter was far more interested in commemoration, memory, and 
legacy, creating a lasting record of sacrifice, almost like a martyrologium visibile 
(visible martyrology).34  Nonetheless, all these books stirred the global imagina-
tion of members of the Society and of lay Catholic faithful in Spain, Portugal, 
and their respective overseas empires, confirming the famous phrase Unus non 
sufficit orbis (One world is not enough).35

Although Tanner’s martyrology circulated only minimally in the Hispanic and 
Lusophone worlds, it is evident that he absorbed and expanded Cardim’s visual 
program: an isolated full-figure martyr, who was placed in a  fictionalized 
space, so the reader’s gaze was inevitably drawn into the truth being presented.  
As part of the same Jesuit visual tradition, Tanner reused, adapted, and ex-
panded iconographic models already present in the Portuguese Jesuit in order 
to reinforce the Society’s  role as one of the earliest organizations to operate 
globally, thereby shaping worldwide networks of communication, imagination, 
and religious practice.36

34   �Federico Palomo, “António Francisco Cardim, la misión del Japón y la representación 
del martirio en el mundo portugués altomoderno,” Histórica 39, no. 1 (2015): 7–40; 
Palomo, “Procurators, religious orders and cultural circulation.” On the 1624 martyrs of 
Japan, see Francisco Crespo, S.J., Relación de los martyres que este año pasado de 1624 
han padecido martyrio por nuestra S. Fe, en la corte del emperador de Japón (Andrés 
de Parra, 1625).

35   �This famous motto alluded to the 952–page Jesuit engraving of the province of Flan-
ders–Belgium, which was published in 1640 in Antwerp on the occasion of the centenary 
of the Society of Jesus: The Imago Primi Saeculi Societatis Iesu, which compared the 
evangelical work of Ignatius of Loyola and Francis Xavier with that of St. Peter and St. 
Paul, fathers of the early church in Rome. In Book II is the emblem of a small, winged 
child placed between two globes showing the two hemispheres of the world. This image 
is immediately below the words “The Missions to the Indies of the Society” (Societatis 
misiones Indicae) and directly above the motto “One world is not enough” (Unus non 
sufficit orbis). See Pedro F. Campa, “The Imago Primi Saeculi Societatis Iesu (1640). 
Devotion, Politics, and the Emblem,” Imago. Revista de Emblemática y Cultura Visual, 
no. 9 (2017): 55–71. 

36   �José Casanova, “The Jesuits through the prism of globalization, globalization through 
a  Jesuit prism,” in Jesuits and Globalization. Historical Legacies and Contemporary 
Challenges, ed. Thomas Banchoff and José Casanova (Georgetown University Press, 
2016), 262.
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In relation to the order’s global phenomenon of martyrdom, I would like to 
emphasize that those murdered in the Asian continent were much more numer-
ous than the rest: 120 martyrdom episodes compared to 55 in Europe, 15 in 
Africa and 50 in America.37 Upon comparing Asian fields as God’s vineyards to 
be irrigated with the blood of His Jesuit servants, the Czech Jesuit was invoking 
the foundational text of Paul’s Letter to the Romans (3.25).

In his Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinem, Tanner focused on the “baptism of 
blood,” one of the highest forms of Imitatio Christi, which helped transcend dis-
gust at the missionaries’ harrowing deaths and frame them as a path to the glory 
of salvation.38 Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises encouraged the use of the imagina-
tion in meditating on episodes from sacred history. In this spirit, Tanner’s agrar-
ian metaphor of angels watering the soil of Asian communities (Societas Iesu 
campos Asiae, fuso herbore rigans, semen fit Christianorum) combines agricul-
tural imagery with sacrificial violence (See Fig. 1). Blood is not presented as loss 
or defeat, but as a productive substance that fertilizes missionary territory and 
allegorically reaps bountiful harvests through the sweat, tears, and blood of dra-
matic acts of sacrifice.39 This rhetoric transforms martyrdom into a technology 
of expansion, aligning missionary death with providential growth and implicitly 
legitimizing extreme sacrifice as both necessary and efficacious.

Additionally, by asserting that Societas Iesu itself “becomes” (fits) the seed of 
Christians, the motto shifts agency from individual martyrs to the Order as a cor-
porate body. Martyrdom is thus collectivized: not merely the blood of individual 
Jesuits, but the institutional suffering of the Society generates future Christianity. 
This reflects the Jesuits’ strong emphasis on corporate vocation and obedience 
rather than individual sanctity alone.

Some scholars, like Cristina Osswald, Marie–Madeleine Fragonard, Chris-
tian Biet and René Jesús Payo Hernanz, have focused upon Jesuit iconography 
as part of a communicational system of the universal project of the Society of 
Jesus.40 For this study, I would like to use this metaphor of blood watering the 
seeds of Christendom of the far-off outpost of the Philippines as a way to imitate 

37   �Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 148.
38   �For a study of disgust in the early modern period, see Adam Jasienski, “Disgust and the 

Sacred Image in Early Modernity,” in Sacrifice and Conversion in the Early Modern 
Atlantic World, ed. Maria Berbara (Florence. I Tatti – The Harvard University Center, 
2022), 243–70.

39   �Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 24–5; 29.
40   �Osswald, “A  Iconografía do Martírio”; Osswald, “O  Ciclo de gravuras”; Fragonard, 

“Morts en Martyrs”; Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas”; Biet, “La mort 
des martyrs”; René Jesús Payo Hernanz, “Aportaciones para el estudio de la iconografía 
del martirio en la época contrarreformista: la imagen del padre Diego Luis de San Víto-
res,” Boletín de la Institución Fernán González 250 (2015): 51–98.
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the missionary spirit of Francis Xavier, which played a key role in the visual 
(re)construction of the southern missionary frontier—one that was a  terrain in 
dispute. Indeed, although ten Recollects also died violently in Muslim territories 
between 1623 and 1651—pierced by spears, beheaded, stabbed, thrown into the 
sea, or mistreated in prison—the Jesuit martyrologies never mentioned them.41

Fig. 1. Societas Iesu campos Asiae, fuso herbore rigans, semen fit Chris-
tianorum (The Society of Jesus waters the fields of Asia with shed blood and 
becomes the seed of Christians). Illustration engraved by Karel Škréta and 

Melchior Küsel.42 

41   �Ana Maria Rodríguez-Rodríguez, “Mártires, santos, beatos: discursos de lo extraordinar-
io en la expansión católica en Filipinas,” Philippiniana Sacra LVI, no. 169 (2021): 706.

42   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 206
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Understanding martyrdom as a  sacrificial act of faith helps us to grasp the 
communicative and emotional aspects of Jesuit identity formation. As Bayne 
pointed out, “Jesuit sacrifices proved the mystery of new life implicit in Christian 
notions of death and redemption.”43 Tanner’s Asian engravings evoke the figure 
of Francis Xavier, who, incidentally, was not murdered by infidels. Jesuit martyrs 
are depicted holding a cross or looking at the crucifix with piety to bring the word 
of God to the farthest reaches of the Eastern Indies (See Fig. 2).44 This is a mi-
metic operation well defined by Ulrike Strasser and oriented toward producing 
new “Xaviers” for the Society in the global age.45 One of these individuals was 
Father Marcello Mastrilli, martyred in Nagasaki in 1637. He participated in the 
military campaigns of Don Sebastián Hurtado de Corcuera, the governor of the 
Philippines and president of the Royal Audiencia (1635–1644), which were ori-
ented toward conquering the island of Mindanao. There, the figure and protective 
image of the patron saint was ever-present.46

Death was the necessary object of martyrdom. To make sense of colonial vi-
olence, hagiographers drew upon the process of conversion as a  military op-
eration, which eventually involved some war casualties.47 Émile Mâle argued 
that the Counter-Reformation brought about a renewed interest in depictions of 
martyrdom that focused on different technologies of torture employed by exe-
cutioners who tortured, tormented and tore the martyr’s body to pieces as a sign 
of their wickedness and subjection to Satan’s rule and government.48 But while 
Annual Letters reported stories of missionaries martyred as soldiers, no violence 
came from them in Tanner’s engravings. In this sense, he was placing his work 
within Cardim’s large series of full-page engraved portraits of Jesuit martyrs in 
Japan, each shown as a solitary figure with martyrdom attributes. Unarmed yet 
pious soldiers whose exemplary attitude sufficed to convert the pagan world (See 
Fig. 2).49

43   �Clossey, Salvation and Globalization, 216; Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 64.
44   �Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 152. See also Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 154.
45   �Jesuit missionaries imitated not only the masculine models of their founding fathers 

(Ignatius of Loyola, Francis Xavier), but also those of martyrs who became models of 
virtue. For a compelling study on masculinity and Jesuit missionaries in Asia–Pacific, see 
Ulrike Strasser, Missionary Men in the Early Modern World. German Jesuits and Pacific 
Journeys (Amsterdam University Press, 2020).

46   �Alejandro Cañeque, “In the Shadow of Francis Xavier: Martyrdom and Colonialism in 
the Jesuit Asian Missions,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 9 (2022): 448.

47   �Asunción Lavrín, “Dying for Christ. Martyrdom in New Spain,” in Religious Trans-
formation in the Early Modern Americas, ed. Stephanie Kirk and Sarah Rivett (Penn 
University Press, 2014), 151.

48   �Émile Mâle, El barroco. Arte religioso del siglo XVII. Italia, España, Francia, Flandes 
(Encuentro, 1985), 142.

49   �Jiménez Pablo, “El martirio en las misiones,” 150.
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Fig. 2. Martyrdom of Fathers Alejandro López and Juan de Montiel; Francisco 
Paliola; Francisco de Mendoza, and Juan del Carpio. Illustrations engraved by 

Karel Škréta and Melchior Küsel50

50   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 430, 425, 408, 380.
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The Martyrs on the Philippines

All the previous images strove to capture and reveal the violence of the moment, 
focusing on the scene of martyrdom, without the presence of tearful or astonished 
witnesses, which certified the acceptance of their fatal destiny.51 Tanner depicted 
the exemplary victims yielding without resistance, kneeling down, wearing their 
black robes and with their backs to their executioners, or simply hugging a cru-
cifix as the pious Father Francis Xavier used to do. Although no heaven seemed 
open to promise salvation, the missionaries turned their gaze—almost symbol-
ically—toward an “hypothétique au-delà” (a hypothetical hereafter), to borrow 
Fragonard’s phrase, awaiting only death.52

To paraphrase Hugues Didier, one of the most notable features of the evange-
lization conducted by Catholic missionaries in Asia consisted of going unnoticed 
through disguise. In the Islamic world, any clothing identifies the dhimmî, i.e., 
“the non–Muslim settled in a Muslim society.” To avoid being identified, many 
Jesuit missionaries who traveled through northern India, Central Asia and Arabia 
discreetly adopted Muslim garbs.53 At the court of Sultan Muhammad Dipat-
wān Qudrāt (or Kudarat, better known in the Spanish sources as Cachil Corralat, 
1581–1671),54 Fathers Alejandro López and Juan de Montiel probably dressed in 
typical Islamic garb, like turbans, and tunics, as a sign of respect. However, in 
Tanner’s martyrology, they are represented in the Jesuit habit, with black robes 
or bonnets, unlike their executioners, often characterized by their naked torso, 
which emphasized their barbaric, savage and infidel nature.

In a  seminal article, Joan-Pau Rubiés examines a  fundamental tension in 
Renaissance art between empiricism—that is, what the artist’s  eyes direct-
ly perceive—and authority, understood as the cultural frameworks that shape 
and constrain what can be legitimately represented. To account for this tension, 
Rubiés proposes a  useful theoretical distinction between the “mental image,” 
corresponding to the artist’s immediate observation of reality, and the “artistic 
image,” the externalized representation crafted for a public audience. Distortion, 
he argues, emerges in the gap between these two levels, during the process of 
translation from perception to representation.55 

51   �Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 202.
52   �Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 152.
53   �Hugues Didier, “Entre el disfraz y el martirio: los viajeros jesuitas en el Asia musulmana (siglos 

XVI y XVII),” ISIMU. Revista sobre Oriente Próximo y Egipto en la antigüedad 6 (2006): 78.
54   �Horacio V. De la Costa, S.J., The Jesuits in the Philippines, 1581–1768 (Harvard UP 

[1961] 1989), 442.
55 � Joan-Pau Rubiés, “Imagen mental e imagen artística en la representación de los pueblos no 

europeos: salvajes y civilizados, 1500-1650,” in La historia imaginada: : construcciones vis-
uales del pasado en la Época Moderna, ed. Joan Lluís Palos (dir.) and Diana Carrió Invernizzi 
(Centro de Estudios Europa Hispánica, CEEH: Universidad de Barcelona, 2008), 327–58.
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During the sixteenth century, this process operated within a  relatively sta-
ble and shared visual language grounded in classical humanism, which provid-
ed artists with accepted norms of proportion, decorum, and meaning. By the 
seventeenth century, however, this common visual idiom underwent a profound 
transformation. The emergence of a Baroque visual language reconfigured the 
relationship between mental and artistic images, privileging emotional intensity, 
theatricality, and sensory impact over classical restraint. As a result, distortion no 
longer stemmed merely from the constraints of authoritative models but became 
a deliberate expressive strategy, through which artists sought to persuade, move, 
and captivate viewers.

The pathos of the events described by Tanner did not consist of representing 
the martyred rhetorically through what Weisbach defined as the “celestial gaze,” 
that is, a detached, heavenly, spiritually-idealized perspective, but rather through 
the lens of the brutal, physical reality of their suffering.56 Indeed, Tanner’s spec-
tacle of martyrial violence was based on the recreation of hyperreal images of the 
Baroque, such as those muscular executioners about to deliver the mortal blow 
“with cruel faces and attitudes of joy at the pain of others.”57 And all, or almost 
all, except Father Juan del Carpio (1583–1634), a Spanish nobleman assassinat-
ed in 1634 in the island of Leyte,58 watered with their own blood the island of 
Mindanao, one of the Muslim states in the southern Philippines, which demon-
strates the significance that the large island acquired at the end of the seventeenth 
century not only as a cradle of martyrs but also as a Manichean battleground 
between Christians and Muslims.

Small Latin captions below the engravings provide the names, nationalities, 
and torments suffered by the Jesuit fathers who met violent deaths. The captions 
also specify the precise dates and places of martyrdom. For instance, on page 
430, Küssel and Škréta depict one of the most recent Jesuit martyrdom episodes: 
the heroic deaths of Ambassadors López and Montiel. They signed their initials 
—C.S.D. (Karel Škréta) and M.K.F. (Melchior Küssel fecit)— in the lower left 
and right corners, respectively. The captions also confirm that the ambassadors 
were “brutally murdered by idolatrous Indians in Mindanao.”59 This was in line 
with the Augustinian notion that true martyrdom required death in odium fidei. 
However, although the Jesuit ambassadors were murdered, according to Spanish 
sources, “by rebellious Muslim converts,” Tanner pointed out that the execu-
tioners were idolatrous gentiles, or non–converts, because idolatry was far more 
permeable to conversion than Islam. However, by denying the Mindanao natives 

56   �Werner Weisbach, El Barroco, arte de la Contrarreforma (Espasa Calpe, 1948), 143.
57   �Rodríguez-Rodríguez, “Mártires, santos, beatos,” 710.
58   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 380.
59   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 430, author’s translation.
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recognition as Muslims, Tanner was also neglecting the full advance of Islam 
in the southern Philippines and left the door open for future Jesuit forays in the 
region.

Pain and death were not to be feared. Other Jesuits who operated in the south-
ern Philippines also suffered the same violent death from Muslim “infidels” or 
natives newly converted to Islam. In 1634, the natives of the islands of Bur-
ney (the so–called Camucons), Mindanao and Sulu ravaged the towns of Dap-
itan (the future province of Misamis), on the northern edge of Mindanao, then 
headed for Malabohoc (or Maribohoc) and Ibinangan, on the island of Bohol. In 
December, they launched their 18 caracoas (a kind of small galley) and 1,400 
warriors towards the island of Leyte, devastating the towns of Cabalian, Sogon, 
Canamucan, Baybay and finally Ogmuc (or Ormoc),60 where the aforementioned 
Father Juan de Carpio (Riofrío, 1583–1634), presented by Tanner as a Spanish 
noble (nobili ortu Hispanus), was killed by natives newly converted to Islam in 
Ogmuri (Ormoc, island of Leyte) in odium fidei (a Mahometanis odio religionis 
interfectus in insulis Philippinis) on December 3rd, 1634, at the age of 51.61

In 1637, Governor Hurtado de Corcuera entrusted the evangelization of Lake 
Lanao (also known as Lake Maranao) to Father Pedro Gutiérrez, the rector of the 
Dapitan residence.62 Gutiérrez, a Mexican, then entrusted the establishment of the 
mission to Fathers Diego Patiño and Antonio Abarca. In 1639, Captain Francisco 
de Atienza Ibáñez built a fort in Iligan, in northern Mindanao, to defend Spanish 
positions from Sultan Corralat, one of the most formidable Muslim rulers who 
resisted Spanish domination. However, it was far from Lanao, “so the sover-
eignty imposed on Lanao could not be effectively enforced.”63 On May 7, 1642, 

60   �Fathers Alonso Rodríguez (1570–1610) and Lionardo Scelsi (1567–1598) founded this 
mission in May, 1597 (De la Costa, The Jesuits in the Philippines, 161).

61   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 380; Diego de Oña, S.J., Labor evangélica. 
Ministerios apostólicos de los obreros de la Compañía de Jesús. Segunda Parte, ed. 
Alexandre Coello de la Rosa and Verónica Peña Filiu (Sílex Ediciones, 2021 [1701]), 
ff. 826r–839r. See also De la Costa, The Jesuits in the Philippines, 324.

62   �Father Gutierrez was born on April 24, 1593, in Colima, diocese of Michoacan, Mexico. 
He studied in the college of Valladolid, Spain. He returned to Mexico, where on May 
14, 1611, he entered the Society of Jesus. He made his novitiate in Tepotzotlán. In 1622 
Fr. Gutiérrez arrived in the Philippines, where he served as a missionary in the Bisayas, 
and in particular, of the Subanos, of whom he was considered their apostle. Eleven years 
later, on October 30, 1633, he pronounced the Fourth vow. He died on July 25, 1651, in 
the town of Iligan (northern Mindanao). See de Oña, Labor Evangélica, f. 1271r; Pedro 
Murillo Velarde, S.J., Historia de la Provincia de Filipinas de la Compañía de Jesús. 
Segunda Parte que comprehende los progresos de esta provincia desde el año de 1616 
hasta el 1716 (Nicolás de la Cruz Bagay, 1749), ff. 198v–208r; De la Costa, The Jesuits 
in the Philippines, 612.

63   �De la Costa, The Jesuits in the Philippines, 399.
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Father Mendoza (1602–1642) was sent from Iligan to patrol the territory with 
two soldiers. They were ambushed and Mendoza was cruelly murdered by the 
Maranaus– “He was killed by idolaters [Maranaus] in the island of Mindanao in 
the Philippines.”64 Tanner emphasized that by killing Father Mendoza, the “war-
like natives” had broken “peaceful treaties” that had been previously signed to 
allow the preaching of the Gospel in their territory. No more ambassadors were 
allowed, which was understood as a declaration of war.

According to Tanner’s caption, Father Mendoza, after being seriously ill, had 
earnestly asked God for three extra months of life in order to prepare for his 
death. “A  few months before being struck by a  serious illness, he undertook 
a three–month spiritual retreat to prepare himself for death.”65 This was nothing 
new. Other Jesuits sent to the southern Philippines, such as Marcello Francesco 
Mastrilli (1603–1637), had visions of St. Francis Xavier and the prediction of his 
mission and martyrdom.66 As Martínez Gil pointed out, while other mortals had 
the certainty that death will come, hagiographers portrayed saints as knowing 
enough to dispel concerns about the unexpected.67 In creating a frame for mar-
tyrdom, chroniclers and hagiographers referred to premonitions that were widely 
accepted. However, if Father Mendoza had received the grace of knowing the 
date of his death, as Tanner suggested, it should come as no surprise that he was 
indirectly promoting his elevation to the altars, despite his Protestatio about not 
doing so. 

Another Jesuit Father who shed his blood on Mindanao was the Italian Fran-
cisco Paliola (1612–1648), from Nola near Naples, who entered the Society of 
Jesus at the age of 32 and from the first year of the novitiate longed for going to 
the Indies.68 In the beginning, young Paliola participated in the evangelization 
of the Subanus, an indigenous group of the northern coast of Zamboanga where 
the Dapitan mission was located, taking with him an escort of Christian warriors 
for his personal protection. The Indigenous groups in the region were considered 
“unreduced” or only partially Christianized, as Jesuit and Recollect missionaries 
lacked the resources necessary to consolidate their presence along the northern 
Mindanao frontier. Concerned that an armed escort might prove counterproduc-
tive, the missionary chose to enter Subanus territory without military protection. 
This decision, combined with his insistence on frequent and regular attendance 

64   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 407–9, author’s translation.
65   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 408, author’s translation.
66   �Alejandro Cañeque, “In the Shadow of Francis Xavier: Martyrdom and Colonialism in 

the Jesuit Asian Missions,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 9, no. 3 (2022): 438–58.
67   �Fernando Martínez Gil, Muerte y sociedad en la España de los Austrias (Ediciones de la 

Universidad de Castilla–La Mancha, 2000), 176.
68   �According to the private letters he wrote to his family and superiors, the young Paliola 

had a strong vocation for martyrdom (Russell, “Early Modern Martyrdom,” 87–8). 



79 Of Heroes and Villains...

at Mass, reportedly provoked local resistance and ultimately led to his killing by 
a Christian apostate, Huana, and a non-Christian native, Tampilos, in the village 
of Ponot, above Sindangan Bay.

Tanner’s  rhetoric hides other contradictions. While historian Horacio de la 
Costa assured that they both broke into the house where Paliola was staying 
at Ponot, clove his skull with a kris (also spelled keris, a traditional Southeast 
Asian dagger) and left him dead,69 Tanner’s narrative was not so much concerned 
about historical accuracy as it was about persuasiveness. In his Poetics, Aristot-
le defined verisimilitude as good composition and decorum among its constitu-
ent elements. Therefore, a plausible history must be one that was acceptable or 
convincing according to the audience’s  own experience or knowledge, which 
favored rhetorical formalism over real facts.70 Tanner’s caption indicating that 
“he was pierced by a certain infamous spear of apostate faith in hatred of the 
faith in the island of Mindanao,”71 was not simply providing information about 
Paliola’s death but informing about the difficulty of dealing with apostasy and re-
bellion. Missionaries required exclusive Christian faith, but native converts often 
adopted a thin veneer of Christianity that only masked the persistence of tradi-
tional religious beliefs. Ultimately, Tanner held that spiritual harvests depended 
on uprooting the bad seeds living among the good ones. Apostates mixing with 
loyal converts hindered the work of evangelization, but how could one distin-
guish “true Christians” from those who relapsed into apostasy? Embedded in 
the art of persuasion, Tanner was not interested in describing the many setbacks 
suffered by the missionaries but in conveying a rhetorical device in the service 
of religious propaganda – one that contributed to battling Protestant iconoclasm, 
which openly rejected religious images, fostering missionary and pro–martyr-
dom feelings in Europe and overseas.

From a compositional viewpoint, all these engravings follow a series of cal-
culated strategies, or “conventions,” which reveal the cultural contexts for which 
they were produced. Preaching to the last breath was a common gesture among 
the martyred Jesuits, falling to their knees or holding a  crucifix like Francis  
Xavier. These expected “gestures,” as Lavrín pointed out, do reveal a  ped-
agogical character whose meaning had to be accessible to the public.72 More 

69   �De la Costa, The Jesuits in the Philippines, 446.
70   �See Manuel Pérez, Los cuentos del predicador. Historias y ficciones para la reforma de 

costumbres en la Nueva España (Universidad de Navarra – Iberoamericana – Vervuert – 
Bonilla Artigas Editores, 2011), 181–82.

71   �Tanner, Societas Jesu usque ad sanguinis, 424–25, author’s translation.
72   �Lavrín, “Dying for Christ,” 149. See also Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 149.
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than representing real effigies that emphasize the face of virtuous subjects,73  
Tanner’s engravings focus upon the dramatis personae of the action. On the one 
hand, the victimizers obscenely displayed the tools of martyrdom, thereby capi-
talizing the cruelty and heartrending violence of the execution. On the other, the 
victims, dying or about to die, were defenseless and open to attack. They were 
placed in the open air in front of an indeterminate natural background, without 
any element to distract the viewer’s  attention.74 In this sense, the idealization 
of nature was conceived to provide contemporary viewers with “a great free-
dom of individual fantasy” to interpret dramatic episodes according to Ignatius 
of Loyola’s (1491–1556) compositio loci (composition of place), which helped  
Jesuit–only audiences to conjure vivid mental images of the illustrated episode 
as a tool for devotion.75

At the left of the first engraving (See Fig. 2), Father López, kneeling without 
bonnet, was stabbed in the back by a  macana (a  flattened wooden club with 
a sharp point) while with his right hand he prepared to take out a crucifix that he 
had on his chest, and kneeling with it in his hand, to receive the last wounds. In 
the background, Father Montiel, dressed in a Jesuit habit, was also kneeling about 
to be killed by a direct blow to the head while exclaiming with joy the names 
of Jesus and Mary, implying that “death did not disturb him, for in his hands, 
where his breath seems to faint, and his breath is choked, he had the strength 
to speak out so wholeheartedly.”76 At the right side, Rajah Buayan Balatamay, 
showing a  turban or headcloth (putong) that indicated rank and accompanied 
by armed men, pointed his finger at the Jesuit fathers in black robes, ordering 
their death. Although Balatamay was half–dressed, his visual representation 
was a clear example of what Angela Barreto and Inés G. Županov defined as 
“Catholic orientalism” – that is, a Catholic-produced Orientalizing vision of the 
southern Philippines (its peoples, Muslims, converts, and landscapes) that was 
shaped by missionary rhetoric—particularly narratives of martyrdom, conflict, 
“barbarity,” and spiritual heroism—thus creating a Catholic colonial imaginary 
of the region.77

73   �Javier Portús Pérez, “Retrato, humildad y santidad en el Siglo de Oro,” Revista de dialec-
tología y tradiciones populares 54, no. 1 (1999): 169–88; Javier Portús Pérez and Jesusa 
Vega, La estampa religiosa en la España del Antiguo Régimen (Fundación Universitaria 
Española, 1998).

74   �For a study of the Jesuit missionary as an imitation of the Xaverian model, see Strasser, 
Missionary Men.

75   �Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 150.
76   �Combés, Historia de Mindanao y Joló, 548, author’s translation.
77   �Ângela Barreto Xavier and Ines G. Županov, Catholic Orientalism: Portuguese Empire, 

Indian Knowledge (Oxford University Press, 2015), xxi. See also Osswald, “O  Ciclo  
de gravuras,” 150.
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The engraving shows a point of departure from the classical judicial proce-
dures of antiquity, where a cruel Balatamay, hagiographically transmuted into 
a “Roman” tyrant like Nero or Diocletian, ordered the execution of the obstinate 
Jesuits according to his law.78 In this case, the executioners, as Fragonard points 
out, are “delegated officials” rather than individuals who voluntarily assumed the 
role of executioner.79 Therefore, it should be no surprise that the demonization of 
the homicidal Moors, identified with the Devil, were iconographically represent-
ed by Tanner as the enemies of the evangelization process.80

In the second engraving, Father Paliola occupies the compositional center. 
He kneels down in a distorted topography with his eyes cast to the crucifix and 
opens his arms to welcome the glory of martyrdom while the executioner, who is 
not either absent, marginal or anonymized, like in other of Tanner’s engravings, 
but shares the spotlight with his victim, strikes him the final blow in the back. 
According to his visual logic, culprits were presented where persecution was 
already well codified (e.g. Japan; the southern Philippines), thereby reinforcing 
a narrative of tyrannical power (Sultan Kudarat) vs. Christian truth (Philippines).

As in the previous engraving, Paliola’s wounds are not emphasized, leading 
the viewer to interpret the image as one not of physical pain or suffering but of 
triumph.81 This approach provided a rhetorical strategy that allowed Tanner to 
fix the reality in images and include and exclude information. But that “reality” 
was in fact a clear induction to “see,” selecting and suppressing that which was 
necessary to make his narrative more comprehensible or appealing to his readers.

In the third engraving, the Portuguese Father Mendoza, also kneeling down 
in a nondescript or undifferentiated indigenous terrain illustrated by Küssel and 
Škréta, holds a crucifix in his right-hand while being pierced by one of his exe-
cutioners. The composition of this image also demonstrates the ultimate victory 
of the suffering martyr, whose blood sacralized the native landscape. For the 
faithful, his death was not an end but in fact the beginning of a new life. In the 
fourth and last one, Father Juan del Carpio, also died kneeling with a crucifix 
in his hands before the sword cut off his head. There are no natural elements to 
distract the viewer’s eye; only a figurative reality in which the martyr’s heroic 
death—accepted with fortitude and humility—unfolds. In doing so, his gaze be-

78   �Antonio Rubial García, “La violencia de los santos en la Nueva España,” Butlletí du 
Centre d’Études Médiévales d’Auxerre (BUCEMA) 2 (2008): 4, https://doi.org/10.4000/
cem.4092; Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 142; Jiménez Pablo,  
“El martirio en las misiones,” 156.

79   �Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 142.
80   �Paul Shore, “Contact, Confrontation, Accommodation: Jesuits and Islam, 1540–1770,” 

Al–Qantara 36, no. 2 (2015): 433.
81   �For an iconographic analysis of the “invisible executioner” in Tanner’s engravings, see 

Fragonard, “Cette fleche qui vole et qui ne vole pas,” 141–43.
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comes the front line of a perception of suffering that continually returns to the 
very image it requires. To what extent did imperial audiences regard the martyrs’ 
deaths as casualties of war, whether inflicted by the Devil or by Sultan Kudarat? 
Ultimately, did the land of the natives, once fertilized by the martyrs’ blood, still 
remain “theirs”?

In fact, European audiences tended to frame the martyrs’ deaths less as or-
dinary war casualties and more as the outcome of a cosmic and eschatological 
conflict. In missionary and metropolitan discourse, the figure of Kudarat, like 
other Muslim rulers, was often interpreted not merely as a political enemy but 
as an agent—or at least an instrument—of the Devil. And Indigenous land, after 
being “fertilized” by martyrial blood, no longer fully belonged to the natives 
because it was now part of a spiritual geography of Christendom, legitimated by 
martyrdom.

Not surprisingly, Tanner’s engravings illustrate the triumphant yet contradic-
tory aspect of those “soldiers of Jesus,” which has to do with the discursive 
nature of hagiographical and martyrological narratives.82 Although the Society 
of Jesus forced the Filipino natives to accept Catholicism, the viewer/novice, 
metamorphosed into a suffering witness, deemed Jesuit missionaries as innocent 
victims of bloody executioners that resisted Spanish intrusion in the southern 
border of the Philippines.83 Accordingly, martyrdom not only neglected the sig-
nificant numbers of local Christians who lost their lives in the cycles of vio-
lence that spun out of such evangelizing campaigns, but also vilified Muslims or 
non-Christian local populations for defending their own faith.84 The vocation of 
martyrdom in Europe as a way to earn a place in Heaven was transferred to the 
Philippines through the images Tanner incorporated in his collective obituary, 
thereby turning the Jesuits into “the greatest exponents of this vocation of mar-
tyrdom” in the Asia-Pacific region.85

Paintings of sacred images, as effective tools of communication and self–prop-
aganda, were commissioned for large-format display as a way to edify and train 
novices and future missionaries not only in the colleges and residences of Rome, 
such as the Jesuit novitiate of San Andrés del Quirinal, but also in the extensive 
network of Jesuit locations in Europe (See Fig. 3).86 To take a case in point, in 
1618, Father General Muzio Vitelleschi (1563–1645; in office 1615–1645) used 

82   �Motta and Rai, “Jesuit Sanctity,” 9–11.
83   �Biet, “La mort des martyrs,” 2; Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 135.
84   �Russell, “Early Modern Martyrdom,” 69.
85   �Osswald, “A Iconografía do Martírio,” 1302; Osswald, “O Ciclo de gravuras,” 152.
86   �Osswald, “A Iconografía do Martírio,” 1302–03; Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 196; 

McAllen, “Jesuit Martyrdom,” 146; Jiménez Pablo, “El martirio en las misiones,” 141; 
Fleming, “Jesuit Visual Culture,” 187–95.
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to read out loud the account of the Jesuit martyrs who died in the 1616 Tepehuan 
revolt of Nueva Vizcaya in the refectory of the Jesuit Curia house.87 He also or-
dered the drawings of the eight Tepehuan martyrs to be reproduced as paintings 
on canvas and displayed among other portraits of Jesuit martyrs in the Eternal 
City, so that the missionaries from the rebellion of the Tepehuanes would be “al-
ways remembered” (ad futuram rei memoriam).88

Surrounded by so many words, images, and depictions of heroism, martyrdom 
became a spectacle that celebrated the highest expression of faith and sacrifice 
in the service of its missionary project. As Fragonard reminded us, there was no 
way out of such meditation chambers to think otherwise.89 Many Jesuits wrote 
letterae indipetarum (or indipetentium) in which Europe-based members ardent-
ly asked the Generals to send them to the order’s most distant and dangerous mis-
sions.90 By dint of collectively staring at those engravings with eyes wide open, 
the novices became “innocent victims,” alien to violence yet nevertheless forced 
to share in it, thanks to what Biet defined as a “compassionate mechanism.”91

87   �Ten missionaries lost their lives in the 1616 Tepehuan rebellion: eight Jesuits, one Fran-
ciscan, and one Dominican, as well as two hundred settlers (Lavrín, “Dying for Christ,” 
136–42).

88   �McAllen, “Jesuit Martyrdom,” 144. On a recent article about the promotion of sanctity 
of the Tepehuan martyrs, see Julián Alonso Briones Posada, “Los mártires de Tepehu-
anes de la Nueva España. Circulación de reliquias e imágenes en la construcción de una 
santidad fracasada, 1616–1668,” Espacio, Tiempo y Forma. Serie VII. Historia del Arte 
12 (2024): 405–28.

89   �Fragonard, “Morts en Martyrs,” 197.
90   �Aliocha Maldavsky, “Pedir las Indias. Las cartas indipetae de los jesuitas europeos, siglos 

XVI–XVIII, ensayo historiográfico,” Relaciones. Estudios de Historia y Sociedad 33, 
no. 132 (2012): 147–81.

91   �Biet, “La mort des martyrs,” 2.
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Fig. 3. P. Guilielmus Good Soc. IESU, Nobili sanguine Anglus, laboribus  
Apostolicis per Angliam, Hyberniam, Moschoviam exantlatis, Obyt Neapoli.  

5 Julij Aº 1686. Illustrations engraved by W. P. Kilian92

92   �Matthias Tanner, Societas Jesu apostolorum imitatrix, sive Gesta praeclara et virtutes 
eorum, qui è Societate Jesu in procuranda salute animarum, per apostolicas missiones, 
conciones, sacramentorum ministeria, evangelij inter fideles & infideles propagationem, 
ceteráque munia apostolica, per totum orbem terrarum speciali zelo desudâ[ve]runt. 
Pars prima Societatis Jesu Europaeae (Typis Universitatis Carolo–Ferdinandeae, in 
Collegio Societatis Jesu ad S. Clementem, per Adalbertum Georgium Konias, factorem, 
1694), 211.
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For Catholics, martyrdom was not a generic feature for all individuals but only 
a reward for a few select ones.93 Nonetheless, the viewer, transmuted into a ré-
cepteur Souffrant (suffering receptor), was able to re-semanticize the Jesuit 
victims as symbols of a martyrial culture in the formation of the order’s global 
consciousness.94 Those young novices stood there, inside those chambers, de-
coding Tanner’s  pre–encoded cognitive representations through a  process of 
“emplotment.”95 So, then, it can be argued that the various European audiences, 
sharing cultural sanctioned meanings of missionary success, conditioned on an 
emotional level the production of a certain type of religious narrative over which 
new models of self–sacrifice were to be hereafter imitated.96

Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the perception of a weakened and har-
assed Roman Catholicism kindled the enthusiasm of Catholic missionaries in 
Europe.97 Death by martyrdom stirred the empathy of readers and viewers toward 
their own interpretation of Christ’s death on Golgotha. As Iberian martyrs were 
extolled as heroes of early modern Catholic identity, the number of vocations 
among novices tended to increase. Willing to die for their faith, some Jesuits 
still dreamed of the triumphant march of Christianity across the southern Philip-
pines, advancing from Manila to the Islamic sultanates of Mindanao and Sulu in 
a gradual and unstoppable progression. The reading of martyrdom accounts in-
flamed Jesuit imagination in the German-speaking novitiates and created a feed-
back mechanism that fostered Jesuit evangelization in extra–European contexts, 
thereby strengthening the binarism between opposing poles such as Christians 
and Muslims in Southeast Asia.

93   �Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 146; Päivi Räisänen–Schröder, “Jesuit Missionaries’ 
Suffering and Disappointment in the Neue Welt–Bott,” in Narratives and Representation 
of Suffering, Failure and Martyrdom. Early Modern Catholicism Confronting the Adver-
sities of History, ed. Leonardo Cohen (Universidade Católica Portuguesa – Centro de 
Estudios de História Religiosa, 2020), 151.

94   �Biet, “La mort des martyrs,” 2. See also Bayne, “A Passionate Pacification,” 66.
95   �The first scholar who argued at length that the fabric of history was composed of plots – 

“a very human and not very ‘scientific’ mixture of material causes, aims, and chances” 
– was Paul Veyne, Writing History. An Essay on Epistemology (Wesleyan University 
Press, [1971] 1984), 32–34. Later, in a more articulated manner, Hayden White stated 
that “providing the ‘meaning’ of a story by identifying the kind of history that has been 
told is called explanation by emplotment (...) Emplotment is the way by which a  se-
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kind.” Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth–Century, 
Europe (The John Hopkins University Press, [1973] 1987), 7. See also White, Tropics 
of Discourse, 83.

96   �Jiménez Pablo, “El martirio en las misiones,” 141.
97   �Lavrín, “Dying for Christ,” 133.
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Concluding Remarks

In the last few years, some scholars have emphasized that Tridentine Catholic 
enthusiasm for martyrdom (sanguine laureatus) grew as soon as the Catholics of 
Britain and the overseas missionaries began to die for their faith.98 With martyrs 
rhetorically represented as victims of cruel and barbarous peoples rather than 
as invaders of the New World, Tanner moved from sensational martyr-scenes 
to institutional memory and identity building. Rather than approaching colonial-
ism’s politics of representation as a unitary totality that simply masked, mystified 
or served to rationalize forms of Iberian domination, I aimed to illustrate how 
Tanner’s martyrological narrative did also encompass distant territories, such as 
the Philippines, where Jesuits reproduced Muslim–Christian antagonism in what 
François Gipouloux defined as the “Asian Mediterranean.”99

It should not surprise us, then, that Jesuit hagiographers such as Matthias 
Tanner projected in their eulogies a “theatrical” or “dramatic” dimension of the 
ideal of sacrificial death that turned the world into a battlefield—a cosmic war 
in which their murdered confreres demanded, in return, the confirmation of their 
heroic deeds, bringing its participants together in a kind of mystical communion 
with a common goal: to consolidate the Church of Christ in a land where Jesuits 
were martyred for refusing to renounce Christ.100

As Calvin Kendall rightly noted, “violence is the persistent subtext of the 
conversion of peoples to Christianity.”101 The Jesuits, elevated to the category of 
“moral heroes,” became symbols, models of spiritual mediation and self–sacri-
fice in the spiritual conquest of the southern Philippines.102 Their lives, recorded 
by their hagiographers, brought together all the elements – chastity, courage, 
dedication, charity, prodigies and glorious death – valued by the Baroque cen-
tury, allowing the Jesuits to crown themselves as exemplary and apostolic mis-
sionaries of a triumphant and universal Catholicism. Their deaths would be used 

98     �Russell, “Early Modern Martyrdom,” 71; Cañeque, Un imperio de mártires; Carlos 
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to promote their beatification and subsequent canonization, as well as to foster 
missionary vocations, thereby contributing to a slow but decisive penetration of 
Catholicism into the southern sultanates of Mindanao and Sulu.

This article also suggests that Tanner’s  compendium should be considered 
through the lens of the global spiritual endeavors of the Jesuits. The palm of 
martyrdom, as a  yearning for, and culmination of the missionary experience, 
transformed the southern Philippines into central reference points where Chris-
tian dogma was to be imposed, especially after the dismantling in 1663 of the 
presidios of Ternate, in the Moluccas, and those of Zamboanga, Calamianes and 
Iligan, on the island of Mindanao. In the context of the exaltation of the Austrian 
pietas, the Jesuits extolled their missionary work through martyrological narra-
tives that circulated rapidly, playing a fundamental role in the consolidation of 
a stereotyped image of Islam as opposed to Christianity – an image of rejection 
and open hostility against the enemies of the faith. This Constantinian discourse 
of conversion appeared as a glorification of the Society of Jesus’s efforts to op-
pose Islam’s encroachment in the southern Philippines – an image that no doubt 
reinforced the self–perception of the Society of Jesus as a religious order that 
relentlessly confronted the rebellious and contumacious character of Muslim 
people and other idolatrous peoples in border missionary spaces.


