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Over the years, the history of Peruvian silver-
work has been covered in an important array 
of publications, including articles and books 

that focus on stylistic and archival overviews, as well 
as catalogs of pieces that have been carefully organized 
and classified to present the linear narrative of artistic 
production in silver pieces crafted during the viceregal 
period. In these texts, Peruvian silverwork is analyzed 
through discussions around the craftsmen or the mining 
production of various regions. The most recent  scholar-
ly work, Plata de los Andes, is tied to an exhibit orga-
nized by the MALI (Museo de Arte de Lima),1 which 
includes Carmen Heredia’s detailed account of Peruvian 
silver pieces bequeathed to Spanish parishes during 
the viceregal period.2 Regarding the pieces themselves, 
some studies, including one conducted by Luisa Vetter, 
examine the techniques used by indigenous artists and 
the materiality of Peruvian silverworks in the vicere-
gal period, providing an innovative methodology and 
approach to examining the geographic relationships of 
objects and artists that will most likely continue with 

1  Ricardo Kusunoki and Luis Eduardo Wuffarden, Plata de los Andes 
(Lima: Asociación Museo de Arte de Lima, 2020).
2  Carmen Heredia, “Panorama de la platería virreinal peruana en 
España (1542–1825),” in Plata de los Andes, 56-85.

future publications.3 
With the exception of the examples cited above, 

silverwork pieces are discussed in general terms in 
other publications, such as the recent article by Cristina 
Esteras in Anales del Museo de América, which describes 
silverwork produced in Peru’s highlands and altipla-
no during the viceroyalty as objects that possessed a 
“uniqueness regarding decorative taste.”4 While these 
characterizations might contribute to regional and 
stylistic discussions, they do not adequately address the 
central issue of silverwork pieces and their well-deserved 
prominence. As a result, examples of silver as an art form 
tend to be seen as merely a series of illustrations that are 
used to describe the uniqueness of silversmiths, their 
styles, or the mines where the mineral was produced.  

The goal of this essay is not to discredit other 
publications. Quite the contrary, it relies on other 
contributions of silver studies to understand references 
and contexts in order to focus attention on the silver-
work pieces themselves. The idea is to use the art object 
as a means through which we can learn more about the 
individuals who commissioned them and how they ex-
pressed themselves and made a significant investment of 
money, which is implicit in the materiality of the piece 
and the skills demonstrated by their craftsmen.

My analysis begins with the stylistic studies 
of Peruvian silverwork, with the aim of highlighting 
the unique character of the pieces and setting them in 
the artistic, social, and political context in which they 
were made. Therefore, what follows is a methodologi-
cal exercise that I have used earlier with New Spanish 
silverworks, which I am now applying to examples of 
Cusqueñan silver made during the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century.5 I want to stress the relevance of 
the silver piece as part of a visual discourse within its 

3  Luisa Vetter Parodi, Plateros indígenas en el Virreinato del Perú: 
siglos XVI y XVII (Lima: UNMSM - Fondo Editorial, 2008). 
4  Cristina Esteras, “Singular platería civil del Perú Virreinal,” Anales 
del Museo de América 22 (2014): 19.
5  The most recent essay about this methodology is presented in José 
Andrés De Leo Martínez, “Mas allá de los límites en la platería novo-
hispana,” in Plus Ultra: Lo común y lo propio de la platería religiosa de 
la Nueva España (Madrid: Casa de México en España, 2020), 11–29.
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viceregal context. It should be pointed out that this 
process highlights the particular quality of the objects 
within the common language that is the Andean silver-
work repertoire. I also intend to underscore that silver 
pieces were an expression of the silversmiths who made 
them and the people who commissioned them, in keep-
ing with the current approaches presented in research on 
viceregal painting or sculpture. 

The Silverwork Piece and The Individual Who 
Commissioned It

Having set the stage, we start with a magnificent 
altar frontal that originally belonged to the Church of 
San Cristobal in Cusco and is currently housed in Cus-
co’s Cathedral (fig. 1). In terms of its layout, the coat of 
arms of Bishop Manuel de Mollinedo y Angulo (1626-
1699) is at the center of the piece. This unique feature 
is what allows us to date this piece between 1675, when 
the prelate arrived in Cusco, and 1678, the date on 
which the documentation relating to the temple of San 
Cristobal mentions the presence of “a silver frontal with 
the coat of arms of the prelate.”6

The frontal is a rectangular structure formed by 
wooden boards covered with embossed and engraved 
silver sheets. There is an inverted U-shaped width deco-
ration on the top and sides of a central panel. The bish-
op’s coat of arms is at the center of the interior section 
depicting a circle divided into four quarters. The upper 
left quarter has a heart-shaped fleur-de-lys, surrounded 
by eight Maltese crosses, and the upper right quarter has 

6  Jesús María Covarrubias Pozo, Cuzco colonial y su arte: apuntes 
para la historia de los monumentos coloniales del Cuzco (Cusco: Rosas, 
1958), 133.

a series of diagonal stripes. The lower left quarter is split, 
and on its left side there is an oak tree with a cauldron 
hanging from it, and animals that resemble rabbits on 
the sides. The remaining quarter represents a tower with 
an arched gate, three circular windows and crenels, and a 
Roman-dressed knight holding a gonfalon in each of his 
hands. Finally, in the lower right quarter there is a field 
and four sheaves of wheat, and a griffin passant wielding 
a sword. The oval frame around the coat of arms is plain 
and smooth, divided in eight sections with saltires.7 On 
the upper register, there is a cross and behind it, the mi-
ter, whose tassels rest on both sides of the coat of arms, 
contain two wild men leaning on the belt-shaped frame 
that surrounds this emblem. The remaining area of the 
piece is integrated by a symmetrical design. A set of rib-
bons extend from the central section, tracing a horizon-
tal line and ending in the open mouth of a figurehead. 
A dense design of motifs is intertwined along this axis, 
including eagles with open wings, vegetables in intri-
cate struts topped with heads of birds with open beaks, 
children’s faces, phytomorphic figureheads, lions’ faces, 
as well as cornucopias from which sprout pomegranates, 
grapes, a type of eggfruit, papayas, and figs.

Regarding the presence of Bishop Mollinedo’s 
coat of arms in this frontal, it is without a doubt an ele-
ment of distinction that personalizes the piece and en-
courages a reflection on the implications that motivated 
its creation. This formula, however, is not restricted to 
this Cusqueñan piece. As one of many examples that can 
be mentioned, there was a case in New Spain where the 
Viceroy Luis Enrique de Guzmán gave a silver frontal 

7  I would like to thank Fernando Herrera for the support provided to 
find the proper names for the elements in the coat of arms.

Figure 1. Unidentified artist (Cusco), Altar with Bishop Mollinedo’s coat of arms, 1675-1678, silver, 38  x 79 in. (96.5 x 200 cm). Cusco Cathedral, 
Peru (Photograph by the author)
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with his own coat of arms to the Basilica of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe between 1650 and 1653. In this case, the re-
cords —documents that are currently the only evidence 
of the piece— repeatedly characterize this silver frontal 
as a piece that is “so well-recognized” by its coat of arms, 
and its location in this church with its liturgical use, that 
there is no need to assess its value. Therefore, the terms 
used to describe the frontal recognize that it was granted 
to the viceroy when he presented this ex-voto.8

Based on this example from New Spain, this essay 
will discuss the motivations, beyond the votive one, that 
occurred in the case of the silver frontal of Mollinedo. It 
is also pertinent to consider here a veiled act of vainglory 
that may be behind these kinds of gifts. This is, without 
a doubt, a piece that captures our imagination given its 
intricate decorative repertoire, and in all likelihood, it 
is closely linked to the bishop’s personality. Even at the 
expense of closer attention to the decorative aspects pre-
sented in other articles, the pressing question this essay 
will address below remains: What was Bishop Manuel 
de Mollinedo y Angulo’s purpose when he ordered his 
coat of arms engraved in the frontal?

Before providing possible answers to my analysis 
of this piece, it is relevant and essential to highlight 
some biographic aspects of the individual who com-
missioned the silver frontal. Born in Burgos (ca. 1640), 
Mollinedo arrived in the city of Lima in 1673 as the 
appointed Bishop of Cusco, and he eventually arrived in 
Cusco in 1675, where he stayed in this position until his 
death on September 26, 1699. As reported by research-
ers who have studied the bishop, his appointment was 
granted by Maria Anna of Austria, Regent of Spain, like-
ly due to the connections he established while he headed 
the parish of the Virgin of Almudena. It is important 
to point out that before his appointment as Bishop of 
Cusco, he had already rejected appointments to Cuba 
and Puerto Rico.9 Nevertheless, his promotion to Cusco 
seemed only to partially conform with his goal, because 
he had already been granted the necessary powers of 
attorney in Madrid to accept the Dioceses of Charcas or 
Puebla de los Ángeles, in case they were offered to him.10 
All this reveals his intentions to not only be appointed 
to a prominent diocese, but also to pay tribute to and 
follow the steps of Juan de Palafox y Mendoza, Bish-

8  Andrés De Leo and Mayela Flores, “Para su dignidad y la de sus 
devotos: dádivas a la Virgen de Guadalupe durante los dos primeros 
siglos de su veneración en México” (Paper presented in the Conference 
“Objects of Devotion,” University of California, Riverside, December 
2014).
9  Víctor Ángeles Vargas, La Basílica Catedral de Cusco (Lima: 
Industrial gráfica, 1999), 257-266.
10  Referenced data from: Archivo Histórico de Protocolos, Madrid, 
Protocolo 8168 [1671], cited in Pedro Guibovich Pérez and Luis Edu-
ardo Wuffarden, Sociedad y gobierno episcopal: Las visitas del obispo 
Manuel de Mollinedo y Angulo (Cuzco, 1674-1694) (Lima: Instituto 
Francés de Estudios Andinos, 2008), 16.

op of Puebla, as highlighted by Tom Cummins in his 
article published in the catalog of the latest exhibit of 
Cusqueñan paintings at MALI.11 

Based on these findings, we can assume that 
Mollinedo had modelled a trajectory for his adminis-
tration after Palafox’s reconstruction phase in Puebla, 
combined with Mollinedo’s own involvement with the 
Crown. Given the coincidental need to rebuild the city 
of Cusco after the earthquake of 1650, this opportunity 
provided the perfect blank canvas to leave his mark with 
his policies as well as perform aspects pertaining to the 
Divine Worship. The norms he wrote upon his arrival in 
Cusco are examples of the obligations that the cathedral 
council needed to abide by during the Mass (which he 
characterized as loose and haphazard), as well as a long 
series of decorative elements where his image as sponsor 
was commissioned.

In this regard, and focusing the attention on sil-
verworks, there are quantitative records of his patronage 
and recommendations given during his pastoral visits. 
The list includes commissioning 20 frontals, 81 mon-
strances, and 21 lamps, in addition to other pieces that 
are not numbered but are related to the Divine Worship, 
such as chalices, ciboriums, etc.12 The latter refers to a 
logical and significant attempt to enhance the dignity, 
decorum, and embellishment of the Mass, which were 
clearly related to the Holy Communion and every-
thing involved in its celebration. An example of this 
is a superb monstrance resembling the sun, made with 
gold-plated silver, and found in the Cathedral of Cusco, 
which also shows Bishop Mollinedo’s coat of arms (fig. 
2). The stylistic structure matches the monstrances made 
during Mollinedo’s term which were maintained into 
the eighteenth century. 

With this clear promotion of the Eucharist, 
expressed in its details of decorum and embellishment, 
Mollinedo stressed the silver pieces that were directly 
linked to the transubstantiation, and he also revealed his 
interest in the multiple brotherhoods of the Blessed Sac-
rament in the villages in which he visited. Another sign 
of the promotion of the cult of the Blessed Sacrament 
are the canvases of the Corpus Christi procession that 
hung on the walls of the temple of Santa Ana, a ceremo-
ny that was reformed upon the bishop’s arrival to Cusco, 
setting the tone for the idealism of this festivity.

11  Thomas B.F. Cummins, “Argumentos milagrosos: pintura y políti-
ca cultural tras el terremoto de 1650,” in Pintura cuzqueña, ed. Ricardo 
Kusunoki and Luis Eduardo Wuffarden (Lima: Asociación Museo de 
Arte de Lima, 2016), 70-91.
12  Diego de Esquivel y Navia, Noticias cronológicas de la gran Ciu-
dad del Cuzco, vol. II (Lima: Biblioteca Peruana de Cultura, 1980).



4

Between Devotion, Royal Promotion, and 
Self-Promotion 

According to the above information, both the 
silver frontal and the monstrances are objects that let us 
observe the connection that the bishop tried to establish 
with the Divine Worship. They are highlighted as pre-
dominant visual elements in the celebration of the Com-
munion, and hence identifiable by what is represented 
on them. Therefore, individualizing these objects with 
the bishop’s coat of arms brings the representation to 
parallel levels that range from self-promotion to devout 
offerings. The bishop possibly resorted to this dualism 
in other visual representations, including two paintings 
that Mollinedo commissioned by Basilio de Santa Cruz 
Pumacallao in 1698, which hang on the walls outside 
the choir room in Cusco’s Cathedral. The first painting 
represents different scenes of miracles attributed to the 

Virgin of Almudena, whose vera effigies is placed in an 
altar at the center of the image standing on a pedestal 
and inside a silver canopy. King Charles II and his then-
wife, Maria Anna of Neuburg, are shown kneeling in 
an orant posture on each side of the Virgin. It should 
be noted that the presence of the silver frontal between 
both kneeling characters depicts the Spanish coat of 
arms in its center (fig. 3). Along the same composition 
line, the second painting represents the worship of the 
Virgin of Belen in Cusco, where different miraculous 
scenes appear, and in the center, the Virgin’s vera effigies 
is placed inside a golden altar piece. Moreover, the image 
of Bishop Manuel de Mollinedo is represented kneeling 
at the foot of the altar in an orant position, while his 
coat of arms is centered in the silver frontal that deco-
rates the altar (fig. 4).

In both paintings, patronage is a fundamental 
subject. This includes the coats of arms depicted in 
both frontals, which play a devotional role as a religious 
ex-voto and a representation of both images. To under-
stand the personal involvement of the bishop in these 
paintings, beyond the representation of his portrait and 
his coat of arms in the painting of the Virgin of Belen, it 
is important to note his previous position in the parish 
of the Virgin of Almudena in Madrid and his close rela-
tionship with the Spanish court, which may have helped 
him be appointed as Bishop of Cusco. His connection 
to the Virgin of Almudena could have contributed to 
the selection of Charles II and his wife to be depicted as 
thematic characters of the painting.13 

Analysis of these paintings makes it possible to 
establish the relevance of the royal images for Molline-
do, as well as his participation as a bishop within the 
context of the consolidation of the Spanish Kingdom. 
Along these lines, I return once more to Cummins’ 
text, specifically where he asserts that those paintings 
promote the bishop’s image as the representative of the 
Crown, seeking legitimacy during a period in which 
other organizations, like the Jesuits, were embracing 
prominent local images, such as the Inca Christ Child 
or the marriage between Beatriz Clara Coya and Martin 
Garcia de Loyola.14 

Therefore, Mollinedo used his own image to 
consolidate what he represented.  There is no better ex-
ample of this than the painting found in the nave of the 
Church of Huanoquite, outside Cusco, which reminds 
its audiences of a pledge by the House of Austria to the 

13  Regarding this instance of paying tribute to the royal, it must be 
mentioned that among the paintings that Mollinedo took to the new 
continent was a portrait of Charles II and his first wife, painted on a 
copper sheet by Sebastian de Herrera Barnuevo (1619-1671), royal 
architect and painter. Guibovich and Wuffarden, Sociedad y gobierno 
episcopal, 46. 
14  Cummins, “Argumentos milagrosos: pintura y política cultural tras 
el terremoto de 1650,” 82-87.

Figure 2. Unidentified artist, Monstrance with Bishop Mollinedo’s coat 
of arms, last quarter of the 17th century, gilded and enameled silver, 36 
¼  x 14 ½  in. (92 x 37 cm aprox.) Cathedral of Cusco, Peru (Photo-
graph by the author)
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Figure 4. Basilio de Santa Cruz Pumacallao, The Virgin of Almudena with Charles II and Mariana of Neoburgo, 1698, oil on canvas, 122 x 212 ½ in. 
(310 x 540 cm). Cusco Cathedral, Peru (Reproduction from: Ramón Mujica Pinilla, ed., El Barroco peruano (Lima: Banco de Crédito, 2003)

Figure 3. Basilio de Santa Cruz Pumacallao, The Virgin of Belen with Bishop Mollinedo, 1698, oil on canvas, 122 x 212 ½ in. (310 x 540 cm). Cusco 
Cathedral, Peru (Reproduction from: Ramón Mujica Pinilla, ed., El Barroco peruano (Lima: Banco de Crédito, 2003)
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Blessed Sacrament. According to legend, Rudolf I of 
Germany was hunting one day when he spotted a cler-
gyman carrying the Viaticum to a sick person in their 
home. Upon realizing the situation, the king offered 
his own horse to the clergyman so he could cross the 
river. In a prophetic response to this offer, the clergyman 
told Rudolf: “If your lineage maintains its worship of 
the Blessed Sacrament, they will rule the World.” The 
importance of this scene was elevated to a point that 
it was understood as granting a divine character to his 
reign, which is what the painting attempts to reinforce 
visually. There are many other examples of this legend 
that probably circulated in the South American con-
tinent. This corresponds to the text written by Juan 
Solórzano in 1653 for a series of illustrations, where the 
Act of Devotion of Rudolf I  can be seen again (fig. 5). It 
reads as follows: 

In the weeds of savage forest 
An elegant horse gets worn down, 
by His Highness of Austria as he was hunting; 
When in the forest he saw on foot 
A clergyman, with the Divine Honeycomb 
Of the Celestial Sacrament in his hand. 
His devotion takes over, 
Dismounts his horse and offers it to the clergyman, 
And ensuing with pilgrim affection, 
The clergyman admires and praises 
Such humility, and utters a serious prediction, 
This dignified Royal Progeny will go on. 
Because those who celebrate God, 
With due worship secure for themselves 
Clearly an endless succession (1653).15 

15  José María González de Zárate, Emblemas regio-políticos de Juan 
de Solórzano (Madrid: Tuero, 1987), 48-50; José María González de 
Zárate, “Del emblema al emblema: consideraciones sobre los aspec-
tos emblemáticos y las artes. Un ejemplo a través de la pintura de 
Lucas Valdés,” Archivo Español de Arte, 255 (1991): 393-396; Víctor 
Mínguez, “La monarquía humillada. Un estudio sobre las imágenes del 

Figure 5. Bernardo Nogues (printer), Prize of Devotion, Emblem IX, Re-
gal-Political Emblems, 1658-1668, print. Biblioteca Nacional de España 
(Photograph provided by the Biblioteca Nacional de España)

Figure 6. Pedro de Villafranca, Mariana of Austria delivers the Crown 
to Charles II, 1672, print. Biblioteca Nacional de España (Photograph 
provided by the Biblioteca Nacional de España)
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The memory of this legend became state policy 
under the reign of the Habsburg Empire. From Charles 
V until Charles II, each ruler reproduced “coinciden-
tally” this encounter with the Blessed Sacrament and 
repeated the act performed by Rudolf I. Charles II 
was surely the king most invested in legitimizing the 
Habsburg lineage under the auspices of the Blessed Sac-
rament. This is clearly represented in a vignette by Pedro 
Villafranca, which shows Queen Maria Anna of Austria 
relinquishing the Crown to her son, Charles. Behind 
them, two images hang from the wall: A portrait of the 
Immaculate Conception as the Patron Saint of Spain 
and an image of the Blessed Sacrament as the Patron of 
the Habsburg Lineage (fig. 6). 

Thus, the image of this act of devotion performed 
by each of the monarchs was represented multiple times, 
and this vignette involving Charles II, who surrenders 
not just his horse but his carriage, is related to the prob-
lematic interruption of blood lineage befallen on this 

poder y el poder de las imágenes,” Relaciones. Estudios de Historia y 
Sociedad 77, no. 20 (1999): 134-136.

particular king. One of these representations includes 
the recognizable work by Lucas Valdés Leal that is found 
in the Chapel of the Hospital of the Venerable Priests 
of Seville. This painting contains the image of Saturn 
representing Time while holding an ouroboros (a symbol 
of the cycle of rebirth with a serpent devouring its own 
tail) that reveals the original scene with Rudolf I (fig. 7).

As can be seen, this painting bears a close re-
semblance to the one in Huanoquite, which shows an 
idealized representation of Charles II himself offering 
his carriage and escort to Bishop Manuel de Mollinedo, 
who is shown sitting inside the carriage and carrying the 
Viaticum in his hands. The urban landscape resembles a 
Cusqueñan setting, in clear reference to the bishop’s dio-
cese. Therefore, it is my contention that this painting has 
the same duality that has been identified in the paint-
ings in the Cusco Cathedral, except that in this case the 
message is more emphatic (fig. 8). The King relinquishes 

Figure 7. Lucas Valdés, Act of Devotion of Charles II, 1685, fresco, 59 x 90½ in. (150 x 230 cm aprox.) Temple of the Hospital of the Venerable 
Priests, Seville, Spain (Photograph by the author)
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to Mollinedo’s hands not only the Viaticum, but also the 
mission of carrying out his state’s policies, in an act of 
propaganda about the continuation of the Habsburgs’ 
lineage in Spain after his imminent demise and inability 
to produce an offspring. 

This sheds light on the importance of Mollinedo’s 
coat of arms stamped on the monstrance and the frontal, 
which are directly related to local devotional practices, 
as in the cases of Saint Christopher or the Virgin of Bel-
en, for whose crown he gave posthumously his pectoral 
cross. Therefore, when the images or the Blessed Sac-

rament itself were shown on specific days or in solemn 
mass, the silver frontal and the monstrance became part 
of the ensemble to enhance the dignity of the ritual, 
to provide individual character to the devotion, and to 
stress the indoctrination sought by the bishop for the 
legitimation of Spain and its then-reigning royal house. 
This argument explains the prominence of the frontals 
in the mass ritual, and the role they play in Basilio de 
Santa Cruz’s paintings, as well as the visual implications 
of concealment and unveiling of the objects within the 
configuration of the altar. 

Figure 8. Unidentified artist, Act of Devotion of Charles II, last quarter of 17th century, oil on canvas. Temple of All Saints, Huanoquite, Peru (Repro-
duction from: José de Mesa y Teresa Gisbert. Historia de la pintura cuzqueña. Lima: Fundación Augusto N. Wiese, Banco Wiese, 1982)
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With regards to this aspect, as Fernando de la 
Flor argues, concealment activates fantasy and creates 
tension through the unknown, which instills uncertain-
ty in the spectator and fosters a new perception that did 
not exist before.16 During the unveiling, this tension 
is released, and elation is created. These objects, whose 
parts are often studied separately —altarpiece, paint-
ings, silverworks, sculptures, etc.— are activated at once 
through the necessary ritual mechanisms, thus empha-
sizing the presence of the Divine and what it represents. 

Concluding Remarks
The approach with which I propose to analyze 

these pieces, allows us to appreciate that the frontal and 
the silver monstrance were some of the many platforms 
where Bishop Mollinedo represented himself in an 
attempt to highlight his specific devotions, while also 
bringing closer the image of the royal family in times 
of a crisis of succession and within a territory that was 
growing politically distant from the Spanish metropolis. 
Through this reflection, I would like to be consistent 
with the studies of silverwork that have been carried out 
in other artistic media. This essay takes the analysis one 
step further and studies the pieces in a wider context, 
where they come to life by analyzing their compositional 
elements and parallel data about the individuals who 
commissioned them, as well as the concurrent political 
and social context. Therefore, to restore and emphasize 
the importance of religious silverwork, these art objects 
must be seen not only in terms of their material dimen-
sion, but also in an analysis that goes beyond formal 
aspects, and as one of the most significant mechanisms 
in the complex experience activated for the “Divine 
Glory” of the Blessed Sacrament and also the Crown in 
times of political crisis. 

16  Fernando R. de la Flor, Imago: la cultura visual y figurativa del 
Barroco (Madrid: Abada, 2009), 53.
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