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In 1536, the Inca under the command of Manco 
Capac II rebelled and besieged Cusco for nine months, 
posing a threat to the Spaniards’ political and religious 
strategy of conquest. The images that I will address 
examine a unique topic in viceregal artistic production 
that are based on an origin story of Spanish Peru’s 
conquest: the thaumaturgical version, or performance 
of miracles, in the Hispanic narrative of the triumph in 
Cusco. Different colonial chroniclers, who portrayed 
this episode from the end of the sixteenth century 
and during the seventeenth centuries, attributed the 
Spanish victory to Divine Providence, which was 
manifested through three miraculous events: the 
appearance of the apostle James on the battlefield, the 
torching of the Spaniards’ shelter that was miraculously 
extinguished, and the presence of the Virgin Mary 
over the roof of that shelter to assist the Christian 
army. This final episode, which reflects this Marian 
iconography, will be given close examination in this 
essay.

The interpretation of these events with a focus 
on miraculous interventions that veiled the Spanish 
violence and scorned the conquerors’ role, has its origin 
in the work of the chronicler Juan de Betanzos (1551), 

who was connected with the Dominicans in Cusco.1 
Other chronicles made this thaumaturgical version 
increasingly more popular in the seventeenth century, 
and its diffusion acquired an even greater relevance 
when it became institutionalized with the construction 
of the Triunfo chapel next to the Cusco Cathedral in 
1664.2 When the viceregal narrative of this miraculous 
event was disseminated and the origin story became 
popular, a set of canvases were produced representing 
Cusco’s miracles.

The images that illustrate Santiago’s apparition 
were labeled “Santiago mataindios” (Saint James the 
Indian-slayer), and they are also a well-known pictorial 
topic in Spanish American iconographic studies.3 These 
compositions are clearly based on the iconography of 
“Santiago Matamoros” (Saint James the Moor-slayer), 
related to the stories about Saint James’s divine military 
assistance to the Christians on the Iberian Peninsula 

1. Juan Diez de Betanzos, Suma y Narración de los Incas (1551; reis.,
Madrid: Atlas, 1987)

2.  This monument was erected on the primitive church that the Span-
iards built in Cusco, and the Cathedral was later built on its left. It was used 
as a tabernacle to fill the needs that exceeded the cathedral’s space in the last 
decades of the seventeenth century and the first decades of the eighteenth 
century. The construction of the Church of the Triumph began in 1729, open-
ing three years later. Cf. David Emmanuel Franco Córdova, “La memoria del 
triunfo: los milagros en el sitio del Cusco y la construcción del discurso reli-
gioso sobre la conquista de los incas (1536-1664),” (Bachelor´s thesis, Univer-
sidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos, Lima, 2010), 206-213.

3. Examples of this iconographic topic are preserved in the Pujiura
Church (Cusco), in the Cathedral of Cusco, and the Museo Histórico 
Regional of the same city. Some works on the subject are: Teresa Gisbert, 
Iconografía y mitos indígenas en el arte (La Paz: Gisbert y Cia., 1980), 195-
198; Santiago Sebastián, “La iconografía de Santiago en el arte hispanoamer-
icano,” in Santiago y América (Compostela: Xunta de Galicia, 1993), 276-288; 
Emilio Choy, De Santiago Matamoros a Santiago Mataindios (Lima: CIP, 
1958); Javier Domínguez García, Del Apostol Matamoros a Yllapa Matain-
dios. Dogmas e ideologías medievales en el (des)cubrimiento de América (Sala-
manca: Universidad De Salamanca, 2008); Olaya Sanfuentes, “Invenciones 
iconográficas en América. El caso de Santo Tomás y el de Santiago mata-in-
dios,” Diálogo andino 32 (2008): 45-58; Constanza Ontiveros Valdés, “Las 
andanzas de Santiago en la nueva España y la imagen del indio: Santa María 
Chiconautla,” Ad Limina 4, no. 4 (2013): 177- 217.
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during the Reconquista. The subject matter of Santiago 
was much more well-known than the iconographic 
model in the series of canvases depicting the miraculous 
Marian apparitions in the siege of Cusco. Specialists in 
the field such as Teresa Gisbert, Héctor Schenone, José 
Emilio Burucúa, Andrea Jáuregui, Luisa Elena Alcalá, 
and Gabriela Siracusano have worked on highlighting 
these artworks, linking them with the written chronicles 
and shedding light on the possible dating of these 
canvases.4 Based on this scholarship, I propose to revisit 
this pictorial topic related to an issue that caught my 
attention and inspired my research throughout these 

4.  Gisbert, Iconografía y mitos indígenas en el arte; Héctor Schenone,
Andrea Jáuregui y José Emilio Burucúa, “Circulación de grabados e imagen 
religiosa en la cultura barroca de la América del Sur: un estudio de caso,” 
Lecturas de historia del arte 4 (1994): 319-325; José Emilio Burucúa y Andrea 
Jáuregui, “Aparición y milagro de la Virgen en el sitio del Cuzco,” in IV Jor-
nadas de Teoría e Historia de las Artes: las artes en el debate del quinto cente-
nario (Buenos Aires: CAIA-FFyL UBA, 1992), 58-66; Luisa Elena Alcalá, 
“Miraculous Apparition of the Virgin in Cusco,” in The Colonial Andes: 
Tapestries and Silverwork, 1530–1830, eds. Elena Phipps, Johanna Hecht, and 
Cristina Esteras (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art/Yale University 
Press, 2004), 150-152; Gabriela Siracusano, Rosana Kuon, Marta Maier, and 
Daniela Parera, “Colores para el milagro. Una aproximación interdisciplin-
aria al estudio de pigmentos en un caso singular de la iconografía colonial 
andina,” Actas del II Congreso del GeiiC (Barcelona: Grupo Español - Inter-
national Institute for Conservation, 2005).

years: the viceregal creation of images and stories 
representing enemies of faith in order to legitimize the 
colonial order, evangelization, and local authorities’ 
power.

In these compositions and in the stories they 
follow, we can identify a set of formal resources 
– actions, gestures, arguments – tied to specific
meanings which were used in the Christian artistic
and literary tradition to depict Muslims as enemies
of the Christian faith. These visual and narrative
formulas, which I referred to in other works, will
serve as a methodological approach to understand
the continuities and transformations between certain
social groups’ representations, specifically Muslim and
idolatrous Indigenous people who were both considered
as religious alterities by the Spanish.5 Throughout this
work, I will highlight the visual and narrative formulas
that were effective at composing a unique iconography
where Indigenous people were exhibited as adversaries.
At the same time, I will examine the changes those
formulas experienced to become culturally operative in
the viceregal scenario.

5.  Lucila Iglesias, “Enemigos de la fe, enemigos del Imperio: imágenes 
y relatos sobre musulmanes, protestantes e indígenas idólatras en el Virrein-
ato del Perú (siglos XVI-XVIII),” (PhD dissertation, Universidad de Buenos 
Aires, 2020). 

Figure 1. Unidentified artist, Apparition and miracle of the Virgin in Cusco, 
second half of the seventeenth century, oil on canvas, 111 x 90.55 in
(282 x 230 cm). Complejo Museográfico Enrique Udaondo, Lujan, Argentina

Figure 2. Unidentified artist, Virgin of Sunturhuasi, eighteenth century, oil 
on canvas, 129.9 x 99.21 in (330 x 252 cm). Private collection, Lima, Peru
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The oldest canvases on the subject share clear and 
precise similarities and are conserved in the Complejo 
Museográfico Provincial “Enrique Udaondo” in Luján, 
Buenos Aires, Argentina and in a private collection in 
Lima (figs. 1-2). Recent studies attributed their dates 
to the second half of the seventeenth century.6 Both 
canvases show the Virgin radiating light, surrounded 
by two cherubs and unfolding her mantle on the roof 
of the place where her devotees – the Spaniards – were 
garrisoned. Pizarro’s army can be recognized by their 
armor and metallic helmets. In front of that shed or 
chapel, Manco Inca’s army spread out on different areas: 
one group, with their backs turned and holding torches, 
tries to set the roof on fire. Other figures who are behind 
the arsonists look forward to the Virgin and, dazzled 
by the radiating light, cover their faces. Meanwhile, on 
the opposite side, Indigenous people fall on an already 
defeated group, who lie jumbled, crushed and twisted 
on the ground. This compositional pattern reappears in 
subsequent images, for example, in the canvas preserved 
in the church of Pujiura attributed to the last decades of 
the seventeenth century, like the canvas of Saint James 
at the same church. Two others, from the eighteenth 
century, repeat the composition and are currently part 
of the Barbosa-Stern collection in Lima and Cusco’s 
Lechuga collection.7

As in Santiago’s apparition canvases, the 
Hispanic violence was hidden. The Marian intercession 
guaranteed the Inca defeat, represented with active, 
energetic, twisted bodies, and with gestures so unlike 
the impassible expressions of Christian characters. 
In other works, I identify this as a visual formula 
for defeated characters, usual in Christian artistic 
tradition to represent the enemies of the faith as a 
neutralized threat, as the defeated in the dogmatic 
battle.8 Traditionally this body language and these 
expressions functioned as earmarked forms to 
evoke moral and spiritual corruption. In the Marian 
canvases those motifs add Native attributes such as 
the Inca arsenal: shields, the sharp-bladed scepter or 
tupayauri, pointed maces or champis, the uma chucu 

6. As a result of an interdisciplinary investigation that went beyond
art history, chemical and conservation analysis of both canvases, the authors 
demonstrated that the canvas preserved in Lujan is older than the one in Lima 
and that both were produced in the late decades of the seventeenth century 
and the first decades of the eighteenth century. Siracusano, et. al., “Colores 
para el milagro.”

7.  The dating of these canvases was published by Gisbert, Iconografía y 
mitos indígenas en el arte, 195.

8.  Iglesias, “Enemigos de la fe”; Lucila Iglesias, “Vencidos e infieles: dos 
aproximaciones a la representación del musulmán en el Virreinato del Perú,” 
Eikon imago 15 (2020): 183-208.

or helmet, and decorated unku with tocapu arranged in 
stripes.

Burucúa and Jáuregui revealed that the postures, 
dynamism, and foreshortening represented in the 
Indigenous people’s bodies are related to some Spanish 
compositions of the “Matamoros” that Mateo Pérez de 
Alesio may have introduced during his stay in Peru.9 
They refer to two particular versions of the Battle of 
Clavijo painted in Seville in the late sixteenth century: 
one by Pérez de Alesio and the other by Juan de Roelas, 
which seems to be a derivation of the previous canvas. 
These “formal transferences” highlighted by the 
authors show the well-known diffusion and adoption 
of Spanish pictorial motifs at viceregal art.  At the 
same time, they provide insight into the existence 
of visual formulas related to Moors, as the enemies 
of the Christian faith in Habsburg Spain, linked to 
these images that tended to condemn Indigenous 
actions.

In addition to the formal transferences, there 
is much more to say about the links between the 
depiction of Indigenous people as enemies and the 
Muslims in the Marian apparition canvases. The 
intervention of the Virgin to save the Hispanic 
empire and the way of defeating the rebellious Inca 
are revealed as two central aspects to understand 
the meaning of the images and narratives about that 
viceregal origin story. Both issues exhibit the Peruvian 
appropriation of visual and narrative formulas used to 
hyperbolize the Catholic Crown’s triumphalism in the 
Hispanic tradition, and at the same time, condemn 
the actions of the Muslims as enemies of the Christian 
faith.

In the first place, this iconography that represents 
the Virgin interceding to guarantee the triumph of 
Catholic weapons in a confrontation against the 
enemies refers to a theological basis promoted during 
the seventeenth century: the role of the Holy Mother 
as Auxilium christianorum. Such Marian invocation was 
added into the Lauretan litanies after its role in the Holy 
League’s victory in the Battle of Lepanto. According to 
the prophetic vision of Pius V, the Virgin interceded 
to look after the navis christi and thus guaranteed the 
Christian victory over the Turks.10 The images produced 

9.  The artist, who had worked together with Michelangelo in the Sistine 
Chapel and supported an active creation in different Italian cities and Seville, 
arrived in Lima between 1583 and 1584 and introduced an Italianizing trend 
in the artistic production of the city. Burucúa y Jáuregui, “Aparición y mila-
gro de la Virgen en el sitio del Cusco.”

10.  These kinds of portents appear in other stories, such as in the pro-
phetic vision of Fernando III, to whom the Holy Mother announced Seville’s 
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in the Andes about the battle of Lepanto and the 
litany mentioned above portray the vision of Pius V 
by showing that, while the Christian Armada fought 
the Turks at sea, from the heavens the Virgin used 
her wonders to defeat the enemies of the faith (figs. 
3-4)11.

conquest. Canvases depicting this topic are kept in the Thoma collection and 
the Pedro de Osma Museum. 

11.  In addition to the canvases exhibited in the Dominican temple in
Cusco and the Buenos Aires Museum, examples of this iconography pro-
duced in the eighteenth century can be found in the Santa Teresa Convent 
Museum, in the San Pedro Church in Lima, and in the homonymous church 
of Urubamba (Department of Cusco). On the Auxilium Christianorum lit-
any, there is a canvas from the series produced by Marcos Zapata’s workshop 
around 1755 for the Cathedral of Cusco. Spanish brushes also represented the 
iconography that portrays Pius V’s vision of the victory in Lepanto thanks to 
Marian intercession. That is the case of the Naval Museum of Madrid’s canvas 
and the mural that Lucas Valdés painted in the Seville church of Santa María 
Magdalena at the beginning of the eighteenth century. In the latter case, the 

The canvases representing the miracles in Cusco 
are based on that Counter Reformation warrior-like 
version of Mary as an aid to the Christians, spread to 
all latitudes of the Christian empire founded by the 
Hapsburg Crown. Thus, the visual plan of religious 
institutions in the Andes showed that if Christians 
were threatened in decisive battles, whether in Lepanto 
or Cusco, the Holy Mother, as an instrument of 
Divine Providence, was ready to intercede in order 
to assure the expansion of the Spanish Christian 
empire.

However, both iconographies reveal a subtle 
difference in terms of the representation of the Marian 
intervention. Some Lepantine canvases exhibit a 
unique gesture of the Virgin, such as those formally 
similar images preserved in the Church of Santo 
Domingo in Cusco and the Luján museum (see figs. 
3-4). In both compositions, among the clouds of the 
heavens, the radiance of the crowned Holy Mother 
peeks out, inclining her body and face in the direction 
of the Ottoman army. With her right arm raised, she 
holds the weapon capable of defeating any Christian 
enemy, the same one to which the soldiers of John of 
Austria had entrusted themselves with their prayers: the 
Rosary.12 The images depict a warrior Virgin, who lashed 
out against the enemies of the faith and the empire 

Pontiff is represented in the heavenly realm, praying on a set of clouds by the 
Marian manifestation.

12.  It is a depiction of what Pope Pius V had established to confront the 
“superb weapons of the Ottoman power...in defense of the Holy Catholic 
Church, he resorts to the spiritual arms first: as his Holiness knew for having 
been raised in them, the most effective and powerful weapons in the presence 
of God are that those of the Rosary.” See Pedro Diaz de Cossio, Explicación 
de la doctrina christiana con el rosario (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1671), 183.

Figure 4. Unidentified artist, Descent of the Virgin at the Battle of Lepanto, late 
seventeenth century, oil on canvas, 89.37 x 93.3 in (227 x 237 cm). Complejo 
Museográfico Enrique Udaondo, Lujan, Argentina

Figure 3. Unidentified artist, Victory of Lepanto, eighteenth century, oil on canvas. Church of Santo Domingo, Cusco, Peru (photograph by Ewa Kubiak)
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with the power of that praying object that represents 
the mysteries of religion and a communication 
channel with divinity. In the Lepantine iconography 
and its visual rhetoric, Spanish triumphalism was 
supported by Our Lady of the Rosary, who fought 
from heaven with her spiritual weapons to defeat the 
Turks.13

In the canvases depicting the Marian apparition 
in Cusco, the Inca enemies are also defeated by 
Mary’s presence, the Christian aide. Nevertheless, in 
the Andean visual story, the Virgin does not attack 
the new infidels; she does not even carry weapons. 
Yet she unfolds her mantle of mercy on the roof of 
the conquerors’ refuge, and with her appearance, 
she reflects a strong sparkle of light. The method of 
defeating the rebellious Inca is precisely the second 
key aspect to analyze in the meaning of this visual 
story. 

Before moving forward on the visual 
representation of the Indians’ loss, it is necessary to 
recover some aspects of the chronicles that describe 
the Marian miracles during the siege of Cusco. In the 
first versions that explicitly indicated the intercession 
of the Virgin, the Hispanic triumph was possible by 
the same miraculous Marian strategy used to defeat 
the Inca. The chronicles of Martín de Murúa (c. 1613),14 
Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala (1615),15 and the Inca 

13.  Victor Mínguez points out that the devotion to the Our Lady of the 
Rosary merged with Our Lady of Victory, an advocation that became popu-
lar in the days of the Catholic Monarchs during the taking of Granada. The 
last image prevailed in the banner carried by John of Austria in the battle of 
Lepanto. Initially, Pope Pius V, as a strategy to reinforce the naval victory’s 
attribution to the Marian intercession – even coining the invocation Auxil-
ium christianorum – instituted the festivity of Our Lady of Victory on the 
battle’s anniversary. The successor pope, Gregorio XIII, changed the invoca-
tion of the celebration to Our Lady of the Rosary. Since then, the Lepantine 
victory was associated with the last devotion. Víctor Mínguez, “‘Auxilium 
Habsburgicum:’ La Virgen del Rosario y Lepanto,” en La piedad de la Casa 
de Austria: arte, dinastía y devoción,” ed. Víctor Mínguez e Inmaculada Rodrí-
guez (Gijón: Trea, 2018), 49-53. On the proliferation of the iconography of 
the Virgin of the Rosary in Catholic Europe concerning anti-Ottoman pro-
paganda, see Ivana Čapeta Rakić and Giuseppe Capriotti, “Two Marian 
Iconographic Themes in the Face of Islam on the Adriatic Coast in the Early 
Modern Period,” Ikon 10 (2017): 169-186.

14. “También se refiere por los indios que, estando abajo peleando y
teniendo apretados en gran manera a los españoles, una mujer les cegaba 
con puñados de arena y no podían parar delante della, sino todos le huían.” 
As with Santiago, he does not affirm her presence but suggests: “se presume 
haber sido Nuestra Señora Abogada y Madre de los pecadores.” Martín de 
Murúa, Historia General del Perú, ed. Manuel Ballesteros Gaibrois (c. 1613; 
reis., Madrid: Dastin Historia, 2001), 225.

15.  Guaman Poma identifies the appearance as a precise Marian advo-
cation: “Santa María de Peña de Francia, una señora muy hermosa, todo bes-
tido de una bestidura muy blanca, más blanca que la nieue, y la cara muy 
rresplandeciente, más que el sol. De uelle se espantaron los yndios y dizen 

Garcilaso (1617)16 described that the Virgin blinded 
the enemies by a divine emanation of sand, soil, dust, 
or dew, thus disrupting the siege. In subsequent 
chronicles, such as that of Antonio de la Calancha 
(1639) and Diego Córdova Salinas (1651), the Virgin’s 
attack became even more aggressive because she threw 
stones and hail that hurt the eyes of the Indigenous 
attackers.17

That particular Marian intercession narrated 
by the chroniclers, including the emission of dust 
and the blinding of the enemy, helped to liberate the 
Christians in order to obtain victory. The same sequence 
of events can be recognized in another legend that was 
staged at the same time in the Andes, but this narrative 
presents the Moors as the blinded and defeated. We 
refer to the Comedia de la Virgen de Guadalupe y sus 
milagros, written by the Hieronymite Friar Diego 
de Ocaña and performed in 1601 in Potosí and in 
Chuquisaca a year later, on the occasion of the festivities 
to promote that devotion in Peru. The act recreated 
the traditional story of Our Lady of Guadalupe in 
Extremadura, one of the many Hispanic Marian images 
whose miraculous stories date back to the time of the 
Reconquista.18

The comedy describes the path of the image of 
Mary when Muslims settled in the Iberian Peninsula 
during the eighth century. In that context, a group 
of friars hid the image in a cave in the Extremadura 
mountains, in order to preserve it. Centuries later 
when King Alfonso XI was battling against the 
Saracens, a shepherd found the effigy, and from that 
moment, the wonders began. Towards the end of the 

que le echaua tierra en los ojos a los yndios ynfieles,” Felipe Guaman Poma de 
Ayala, El Primer Nveva Coronica i Bven Gobierno conpuesto por don Phelipe 
Gvaman Poma de Aiala, 1615 digitized manuscript with notes from Rolena 
Adorno (2001), fol. 403, http://www5.kb.dk/permalink/2006/poma/info/
en/frontpage.htm. 

16.  “Estando ya los indios para arremeter con los cristianos, se les apa-
resció en el aire Nuestra Señora […] mirando aquella maravilla, quedaron 
pasmados; sentían que les caía en los ojos un polvo, ya como arena, ya como 
rocío, con que se les quitó la vista de los ojos, que no sabían donde esta-
ban.” Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, Historia General del Perú (segunda parte de 
los Comentarios Reales de los Incas)(Cordoba: imp. Viuda de Andres Barrera, 
1617), fol. 58v.

17. Antonio de la Calancha, Coronica moralizada del Orden de San
Agustín en el Perú (Barcelona: Pedro Lacavalleria, 1639), 114; Fray Diego de 
Córdova Salinas, Crónica Franciscana de las Provincias del Perú (1651; reis.; 
Mexico: Editorial Jus, 1957), 75.

18.  Díaz Tena endorsed the comedy content with the legend consigned 
in Codex 1 of the Virgin’s miracles, preserved in the Municipal Archive of 
Guadalajara, Spain. María Eugenia Díaz Tena, “La leyenda y milagros de la 
Virgen de Guadalupe en el teatro hispanoamericano de principios del XVII,” 
Via Spiritus 10 (2003): 139-171.
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comedy, a miraculous sequence involves a Christian 
captive by the Moors.19 According to the story, 
he escapes from Moorish jail thanks to the divine 
intervention of the Virgin, who makes his chains fall 
off, and opens the door. Surprised at not finding the 
Christian, the two Moorish captors insult and spit 
the Virgin, who throws sand at them, leaves them 
blind, and manages to crush them. This action finally 
guaranteed the victory of the Spanish king in the 
comedy.20

In these types of stories, blindness is assigned to 
those who attack Christians. According to Christian 
doctrine, blindness explains the heterodox inability to 
recognize God and keep a distance from the “true faith.” 
Indeed, some allegorical figures circulated in western art 
and served as a source for artistic and literary production 
supporting these ideas. Among the examples provided 
by Cesare Ripa, in the allegory of “Impiety” its eyes are 
covered by mundane darkness blocking the possibility 
to see, love and honor the true good of heaven.21 The 
allegories of “Error” and “Ignorance” are blindfolded 
figures, also referring to the idea that the intellect can be 
covered by a veil of worldly interests, which easily lead to 
mistakes.22

These meanings associated with blindness 
emphasize the impiety and ignorance assigned to the 
non-Christians who posed a threat. Their natural 
spiritual blindness did not allow them to see the “true 
God.” But in the texts that we analyze – the comedy 
and the latest versions of the miracle in Cusco – 
the Virgin herself punished the Moors and Indians, 
respectively, with temporary blindness to favor the 
Spaniards. Here another meaning was added: the 
temporary blindness that the Holy Mother inflicted 
on them blocked the possibility of rising up against 
Christians.

The seventeenth-century chronicles incorporated 
this written version – which was also made visual 
by Guaman Poma (fig. 5) – to present an aggressive 
Virgin, who lashed out her offensive against the enemy 

19.  The Hieronymite order sought to identify the Virgin of Guadalupe 
as the redeemer of captives and dedicated enormous amounts of money to 
the rescue and payment of rewards to liberate Christians in Extremadura. 
Pilar González, “La Virgen de Guadalupe como redentora de cautivos,” in 
La religiosidad popular, II, ed. León Carlos Álvarez Santaló, María Jesús Buxó 
Rey, Salvador Rodríguez Becerra (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1989), 461.

20. Fray Diego de Ocaña, Viaje por el nuevo mundo: de Guadalupe a
Potosí, 1599-1605, ed. Blanca López de Mariscal y Abraham Madroñal (1601; 
reis., Madrid: Iberoamericana, 2010), 417-418.

21.  Cesare Ripa, Iconología (Siena: Herederos de Matteo Florimi, 1613), 
367.

22.  Ripa, Iconología, 214, 365.

Inca in order to defeat them by blinding them with 
an emission of sand, earth, or stones. However, the 
warrior Virgin in this account did not continue to be 
depicted in viceregal painting.23 If we take a look to 
the canvases that depict the apparition in Cusco, it is 
evident that all references to the divine emanation of 
dust disappeared there (see figs. 1-2). Instead, we see an 
impassive Virgin who, according to the Lady of Mercy 
icon, unfolds her mantle and projects a halo of light. 
The painting preserved in Luján presents a cartouche 
that gives us clues about the version of the story that 
declares: 

se dejo Ver en el ayre Maria Santísima 
Señora Nuestra como Divina Aurora Esparciendo 
de su Glorioso Manto Un Copioso rrocio Conque 
apago la voracidad del fuego […] mostrándose 
flamante sol que a ynfluxos de sus Divinos 

23.  However, we cannot fail to mention that that story was echoed in 
chronicles of Chile’s Kingdom, such as those of Alonso de Ovalle (1646) 
or that of Pedro Mariño de Lobera (1594), which seem to be a reworking of 
Garcilasian writings.

Figure 5. Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, “Miracle of S[an] ta M[aría] in 
Cu[z]co,” chapter on the Spanish conquest and civil wars, Nveva Coronica 
i Bven Gobierno, 1615, fol. 402 [404], 8.07 x 5.7 in (20.5 x 14.5 cm). Royal 
Library of Copenhagen
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Rayos deslumbró a los ydolatras de su cruel 
yntento dispertándolos a las Primeras luzes 
de la fe / Our Most Holy Lady Mary was 
seen in the air as a Divine Aurora Spreading 
from her Glorious Mantle a Copious dew to 
extinguish the voracity of the fire [...] showing 
as a flaming sun that, under the influence of 
its Divine Rays, dazzled the idolaters of cruel 
intent, awakening them to the First lights of 
faith.24

In this version, the Virgin’s apparition is fused 
with the miracle of the self-extinguished fire. The 
dew also appears here – as in Garcilaso – emanated, 
this time, not from her hands but her mantle, which 
served to put out the flames instead of blinding the 
Natives.

As in previous literary narratives and Guaman 
Poma’s graphic, the canvases show that the Indigenous 
“ydolatras” were left blind. In this version, however, 
the blindness was a result of the “divine rays” projected 
by the Holy Mother, whose dazzling effect is shown 
in the figures that cover their faces. This depiction of 
bedazzlement, used as a weapon against the enemy, 
is not arbitrary. Instead, it joins with the theological 
interpretation of the Virgin as a “celestial aurora,” who 
“like a burning sun burns the mountains, and with its 
rays dazzles the eyes, and blinds the sight of so many 
infidel heathens, and so many enemy heretics” to 
defeat them. In Cusco the Virgin’s intercession did not 
presuppose the mere defeat of the enemies, as in the 
battle of Lepanto.25 Her role as Auxilium christianorum 
took on a transcendental purpose in the Andes. There, 
the light worked as a theological and teleological 
weapon: the divine rays shining forth defeated the 
natives and, at the same time, led the Indians into the 
“true faith.” 

So far, the different aspects that we have analyzed 
the iconography of the Marian apparition in Cusco, and 
its literary connection, and highlighted the importance 
of Islamophobic images and stories from the Iberian 
Peninsula when constructing a written and visual 
discourse that condemned the actions of Indigenous 
insubordination in Peru. At the same time, it legitimized 
the Conquest and created the opening narrative for the 

24.  The transcript is cited by Burucúa y Jáuregui, “Aparición y milagro 
de la Virgen en el sitio del Cusco,” 58. Translation by the author.

25.  “celestial aurora [...] como Sol ardiente abrasa los montes, y con sus 
rayos deslumbra los ojos, y ciega la vista de tanto pagano infiel, y de tanto 
herege enemigo.” Bernardo de Santander Barcenilla, Marial de la Virgen San-
tissima Nuestra Señora (Madrid: Imprenta Real, 1662), 98.

evangelization process in Peru. The depiction of the 
defeated Inca, as well as the role of the Virgin helping 
the Spanish by using blindness as the way to defeat 
the non-Christian, are shown as a set of visual and 
narrative formulas that were effective in composing 
those representations that were re-signified to become 
culturally operative.

The change of meaning of those formulas, which 
served to exalt Spanish triumphalism and implied the 
condemnation of the enemies of the faith, is related to 
the preaching strategies that this iconography supported 
in this specific political situation. As I referred above, 
the thaumaturgical version of the rebel Inca defeat 
gained popularity in seventeenth-century chronicles, 
and the beginning of this iconography was linked to the 
story’s institutionalization in the Triunfo chapel (1664). 
In this context, idolatries and pre-Hispanic practices 
followed by Natives were still persecuted, and at the 
same time, privileges were granted to Indigenous elites 
in Cusco.26 In this complex scenario, the canvases spread 
this particular version of the first intercession of the 
Virgin throughout the region. This became a convincing 
interpretation for preaching, while giving meaning to 
the new Christian social order by veiling the violence of 
Hispanic weapons, which showed a merciful Virgin with 
the Inca’s heirs who could be sheltered under her mantle 
along with the Christians.

According to this visual story of the Inca 
resistance episode, this iconography of the Holy Mother 
signaled the dawn of a new order. She brought Christian 
light to Cusco, which worked as a reason for conquest 
but also as a spiritual weapon gripped by the Spanish 
empire to defeat as well as save – after converting 
into subjects and Christians – the Indians of the 
Tawantinsuyo.
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