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This essay examines t he development  of  a J esuit  mission est ablished 

in t he west er n par t  of  t he moder n Br azilian St at e of  Rio Gr ande do Sul in 

1690 as set  against  t he backdr op of  Spanish geopolit ical concer ns in t he 

lar ger  r egion. Dur ing most  of  t he sevent eent h and eight eent h cent ur ies t he 

Rio de la Plat a r egion r emained a spar sely populat ed but  st r at egic 

bor der lands r egion cont est ed by Spain and Por t ugal. The Guar ani r esident s 

of  t he UHGXFFLRQHV� played a ver y impor t ant  r ole in t he economy and 

geopolit ics of  t he r egion. For  one t he UHGXFFLRQHV�const it ut ed a lar ge par t  

of  t he populat ion of  t he lar ger  r egion. I n 1680, f or  example, t he populat ion 

of  t he Spanish pr ovinces in t he Rio de la Plat a r egion t ot aled some 125,000 

people. Of  t his t ot al, t he missions account ed f or  67,000 or  f if t y-f our  

per cent  of  t he t ot al.1  

The mission r esident s also par t icipat ed signif icant ly  in t he geopolit ics 

of  t he lar ger  r egion. The ear ly hist or y of  t he mission expansion ended wit h 

r aids by EDQGHLUDQWHV��slave t r ader s f r om Sao Paulo. The J esuit s or ganized 

sever al lar ge-scale migr at ions in t he 1630s f r om r egions vulner able t o slave 



r aids by t he EDQGHLUDQWHV�� and cr eat ed a milit ia in t he UHGXFFLRQHV. I n 

J anuar y of  1641,  t he Guar ani milit ia scor ed a not able vict or y against  t he 

EDQGHLUDQWHV� at  t he bat t le of  Mbor or e.2 The J esuit s r et ained t he milit ia 

f ollowing Mbor ar e, and r oyal of f icials mobilized t he UHGXFFLRQ milit ia some 

f if t y t imes bet ween 1637 and 1737 t o maint ain or der , and t o par t icipat e in 

campaigns against  t he Por t uguese.3  

 An example of  t he involvement  of  t he Guar ani milit ia in int er nat ional 

conf lict  comes f r om t he r epeat ed inst ances of  Spanish at t acks against  

Colonia do Sacr ament o, t he Por t uguese out post  est ablished in 1680 in what  

t oday is Ur uguay. Shor t ly af t er  t he est ablishment  of  t he out post , a Spanish 

f or ce t hat  included Guar ani milit ia capt ur ed Colonia, but  a 1681 t r eat y 

r et ur ned t he out post  t o Por t ugal. A quar t er  of  a cent ur y lat er , in 1705, t he 

Spanish capt ur ed Colonia a second t ime. Some 4,000 Guar ani milit ia 

par t icipat ed in t he campaign. Spain r et ur ned t he out post  of  Por t ugal at  t he 

end of  t he War  of  Spanish Succession in 1713. Local of f icials mobilized a 

f or ce of  1,000 Guar ani milit ia t o expel t he Por t uguese f r om a new out post  

est ablished at  moder n Mont evideo in 1724, and t o help const r uct  t he 

f or t if icat ions of  t he Spanish colony at  t he sit e named San Felipe y Sant iago 

de Mont evideo t wo year s lat er  in 1726.4 



 Royal of f icials also mobilized t he milit ia in r esponse t o int er nal 

conf lict s. I n t he 1720s and ear ly 1730s t her e was gr owing discont ent  among 

t he colonist s in Par aguay, r elat ed in par t  t o compet it ion bet ween t he 

set t ler s and missions in t he mar ket ing of  yer ba mat e. I n 1732, t he 

gover nment  mobilized 6,000 Guar ani milit iamen t o r est or e or der  in Par aguay, 

and t hen sent  t o milit ia t o Buenos Air es t o f ight  t he Por t uguese in t he Banda 

Or ient e (Ur uguay).5  

 The est ablishment  of  Colonia do Sacr ament o by t he Por t uguese in 

1680 acr oss t he Rio de la Plat a est uar y f r om Buenos Air es in what  t oday is 

Ur uguay gener at ed consider able concer n among Spanish of f icials, but  at  t he 

same t ime t he Rio de la Plat a r egion was also a spar sely populat ed bor der land 

t hat  gener at ed lit t le r evenue and in t he lat e sevent eent h-cent ur y Spain did 

not  have t he same f inancial r esour ces as in t he pr evious cent ur y t o pay f or  a 

pot ent ially expensive colonizat ion init iat ive t hat  might  have also pr ovoked a 

war . The Por t uguese expansion in t he r egion t hr eat ened Spanish claims t o 

t he Banda Or ient e and t he t er r it or y east  of  t he Ur uguay River  f ir st  

occupied by J esuit  missions af t er  1610. The est ablishment  of  missions in 

Tape (moder n Rio Gr ande do Sul) est ablished Spain’s claim, but  t he J esuit s 

evacuat ed t he r egion in t he 1630s as a r esult  of  dest r uct ive r aids by t he 



EDQGHLUDQWHV��slave r aider s f r om Sao Paulo. By 1680, t he Paulist as no longer  

posed a t hr eat  t o t he missions, and in r esponse t o t he est ablishment  of  

Colonia do Sacr ament o t he J esuit s r e-est ablished missions east  of  t he 

Ur uguay River  in what  t oday is t he Br azilian St at e of  Rio Gr ande do Sul. 

 Bet ween 1680 and 1710, t he J esuit s r elocat ed f our  exist ing missions 

t o sit es east  of  t he Ur uguay River . They also est ablished t hr ee new missions. 

I n t wo inst ances t he Black Robes divided t he populat ion of  exist ing missions, 

and moved neophyt es t o est ablish t he new missions. This occur r ed in 1697 

when t he J esuit s t ook a par t  of  t he populat ion f r om San Miguel t o f ound San 

J uan Baut ist a. Seven year s ear lier , in 1690, t he J esuit s r elocat ed 3,512 

neophyt es f r om Sant a Mar ia la Mayor  t o est ablish San Lor enzo Mar t ir .6 I n 

est ablishing missions east  of  t he Ur uguay River , t he Spanish Cr own was able 

t o asser t  a st r onger  claim t o t he disput ed bor der lands. By t r ansf er r ing 

t housands of  neophyt es f r om exit ing missions t o t he new est ablishment s, 

t he J esuit s wer e able t o r apidly develop t he new communit ies wit h a lar ge 

labor  f or ce. 

6DQ�/RUHQ]R�0DUWLU��$�3URILOH�RI�0LVVLRQ�'HYHORSPHQW�

 The goal of  t he J esuit s in t he Par aguay missions was t o cr eat e 

Chr ist ian ut opian communit ies among t he Guar ani pr ot ect ed and isolat ed 



f r om t he cor r upt ion of  colonial Spanish societ y.7 The new mission 

communit ies r et ained t he t r adit ional Guar ani clan based social and polit ical 

st r uct ur e, and t he FDFLTXHV� r et ained t heir  inf luence in t he missions. They 

exer cised consider able aut hor it y t hr ough t he FDELOGR�(t own council), a newly 

int r oduced I ber ian inst it ut ion.8  

The mission f undament ally was a communit y of  Guar ani neophyt es, and 

demogr aphic pat t er ns inf luenced t he development  of  t he new communit y. 

The high populat ion densit ies in t he missions made t he populat ions vulner able 

t o epidemics, and a pat t er n of  int r a and int er -r egional t r ade f ur t her  

f acilit at ed t he spr ead of  epidemics. Guar ani neophyt es lived in compact  

villages adj oining t he mission chur ch and associat ed st r uct ur es, and t his 

living in close pr oximit y t o each ot her  in lar ge number s made it  easier  f or  

pat hogens t o spr ead. Maj or  r ecor ded epidemics st r uck t he missions in 1618, 

1619, 1635, 1636, 1692, 1718, 1733, 1735, 1737, 1739, and 1764. A measles 

epidemic in 1695 killed 600 people at  Candelar ia and 2,000 at  San Car los. 

The decade of  t he 1730s pr oved t o be par t icular ly deadly. Repor t edly, 

18,733 died dur ing a 1733 out br eak, measles killed mor e t han 18,000 Guar ani 

in 1735, and smallpox claimed t he lives of  some 30,000 in 1738 and 1739.9 

The populat ion of  t he missions dr opped f r om 141,000 in 1732 t o 73,910 in 



1740, but  t hen r ecover ed over  t he next  t wo decades. The populat ion of  San 

Lor enzo Mar t ir  t ot aled 3,512 when est ablished n 1690, and gr ew t o 6,099 in 

1733 on t he eve of  a ser ies of  disast r ous epidemics. The number s dr opped, 

but  t hen began t o r ebound or  r ecover  in t he 1740s (see Figur e 1).10 

The J esuit s wer e used t he medical knowledge of  t he t ime t o t r y t o 

r educe mor t alit y dur ing epidemics, but  cont empor ar y medicine based on 

ancient  Gr eek pr inciples and medieval t ext s could do lit t le in t he f ace of  

highly cont agious cr owd disease such as small[pox and measles, as evidenced 

by t he heavy mor t alit y dur ing t he out br eaks in t he 1730s. One met hod used 

was quar ant ine, t he isolat ion of  t he ill in t empor ar y hospit als away f r om t he 

main populat ion.11 Of f icials in cont empor ar y Eur ope used quar ant ine 

measur es dur ing plague out br eaks. The f ir st  ef f ect ive smallpox t r eat ment , 

inoculat ion by var iolat ion, (inj ect ing a healt hy per son wit h pus f r om t he 

pust ule of  a smallpox vict im) was appar ent ly f ir st  used dur ing a 1796 

out br eak. Of f icials inoculat ed 126 r esident s of  San Fr ancisco de Bor j a, and 

only f if t een died.12 Doct or s in Mexico f ir st  used inoculat ion by var iolat ion 

dur ing a 1779 epidemic in Mexico Cit y, and r oyal of f icials dist r ibut ed 

inst r uct ions on t he use of  t he met hod t hr oughout  New Spain. Two year s 



lat er , in 1781, Dominican missionar ies at  sever al of  t he Baj a Calif or nia 

missions signif icant ly r educed mor t alit y r at es by inoculat ing t he neophyt es.13 

The Guar ani populat ions living in t he missions wer e high f er t ilit y and 

high mor t alit y populat ion, similar  t o cont empor ar y Eur opean populat ions. 

Bir t h and deat h r at es wer e high and populat ion gr owt h low t o moder at e. 

Epidemics slowed or  st opped populat ion gr owt h, but  t he populat ion did 

r ecover .  Par ish r egist er s have not  sur vived f or  t he Guar ani missions��but  

ext ant  censuses r ecor d t ot als of  bapt isms and bur ials. Maj or  epidemic 

out br eaks not  only r aised deat h r at es, but  also t ended t o lower  bir t h r at es 

or  t he r at es of  lif e bir t hs. Mean lif e expect ancy at  bir t h dr opped as a r esult  

of  maj or  epidemics.14  Guar ani living in t he missions lived bet ween t went y and 

t hir t y t o t hir t y-f ive year s f r om bir t h, or  an aver age 26.8 year s  f r om bir t h 

f or  non-epidemic year s and 5.9 year s in per iods of  ext r eme mor t alit y caused 

by epidemics. The Guar ani populat ions dr awn int o t he missions did not  

exper ience t he declines associat ed elsewher e wit h t he ar r ival of  t he 

Eur opeans, and t he cr eat ion of  new colonial r egimes.   

The Guar ani upr ising of  t he mid-1750s, discussed in mor e det ail below, 

f ollowed by t he expulsion of  t he J esuit s f r om t he Spanish empir e in 1767, 

ended t he ut opian dr eam. The populat ions of  San Lor enzo and t he ot her  



t r ans-Ur uguay missions dr opped in t he sevent y year s f ollowing t he upr ising 

f r om out -migr at ion, disease, and t he ef f ect s of  war  in t he r egion, 

par t icular ly dur ing t he t umult uous independence per iod (see Figur e 2). 

A second goal of  t he J esuit s was t o est ablish economic self -

suf f iciency.  The basis f or  t he mission economies was a dual concept  of  

pr oduct ion and t he owner ship of  land, livest ock, and cr ops. $EDPEDH� was 

f amily or  clan pr oper t y and pr oduct ion, and WXSDPEDH� communal pr oper t y 

and pr oduct ion administ er ed by t he J esuit s.15 Agr icult ur e, r anching, and 

cr af t  pr oduct ion f or med t he basis of  t he mission economy, but  t he Guar ani 

and J esuit s also par t icipat ed act ively in r egional t r ade wit h t owns such as 

Asuncion, Buenos Air es, Sant a Fe, and Cor r ient es. Goods t r aded included 

yer ba mat e, hides, cot t on t ext iles, cr af t  goods, and ot her  pr oduct s.16 

Wit hin t he missions t her e was some specializat ion, based upon t he 

qualit y of  land, availabilit y of  past ur e, and t he locat ion of  wild st ands of  

yer ba mat e. One gr oup of  missions specialized mor e in livest ock, including 

Sant o Tome, La Cr uz, Yapeyu, San Miguel, San Fr ancisco de Bor j a, San J uan 

Baut ist a, San Lor enzo, Sant o Angel, San Luis, and San Nicolas. The J esuit s 

st at ioned at  San Lor enzo Mar t ir  specialized in r anching because of  access t o 

ext ensive past ur e lands in t he %DQGD�2ULHQWH� The Black Robes st at ioned at  



San Lor enzo Mar t r  developed an ext ensive HVWDQFLD� sout heast  of  t he 

mission near  t he Laguna Gr ande de los Pat os bounded on t he nor t h by t he 

J acui River  and on t he sout h by t he J amaqua River .17 A second gr oup of  

missions specialized in agr icult ur e: Sant a Mar ia de Fe, San Cosme y San 

Damiano, Sant iago, Tr inidad de Par ana, J esus de Tavar angue, Sant a Rosa, 

I t apua, San I gnacio Guazu, San I gnacio Mini, Sant a Ana, and Candelar ia. A 

t hir d gr oup, locat ed in ar eas wit h bot h good agr icult ur al land and past ur e f or  

livest ock, specialized in bot h f ar ming and r anching. They wer e San Car los, 

Sant a Mar ia la Mayor , Apost eles, San J ose, and Concepcion. The f inal gr oup 

of  missions wer e t he most  specialized, and supplied \HUED� PDWH  f or  

consumpt ion wit hin t he missions and f or  expor t . These wer e Lor et o, San 

Fr ancisco J avier , and Cor pus Chr ist i.18  

The J esuit s dir ect ed t he const r uct ion of  ext ensive building 

complexes (FDVFR) t hat  symbolized t he cr eat ion of  a new social or der . The 

Black Robes used a st andar d blue pr int  f or  t he FDVFR� based on sever al 

element s. One inf luence was t he conf igur at ion of  medieval monast er ies in 

Eur ope wit h a lar ge dominant  chur ch and t he cemet er y and cloist er  on eit her  

side of  t he t emple. Spanish colonial law also incor por at ed r egulat ions f or  

ur ban development , specif ically t he use of  a gr id plan cent er ed on t he SOD]D�



or  squar e.19  Convent s and monast er ies built  in t he new Spanish cit ies in t he 

Amer icas also inf luenced t he blue pr int  used in all of  t he missions. The FDVFR�

cont ained dif f er ent  t ypes of  buildings including t he chur ch which was t he 

lar gest  st r uct ur e in t he new communit y, t he cloist er  or  r esidence and 

of f ices of  t he J esuit s, wor k shops f or  cr af t  pr oduct ion including t ext iles, 

hides, and met al goods, and t wo t ypes of  housing f or  t he Guar ani neophyt es. 

Guar ani f amilies lived in lar ge mult i-apar t ment  st r uct ur es or ganized int o 

blocks based upon t he exist ing clan social st r uct ur e. Each FDFLTXH� r et ained 

cont r ol over  t he housing block occupied by t he member s of  t he clan. Ther e 

was also t he FRWLJXDFX��t he dor mit or y f or  widows and or phans.20 

The development  of  t he FDVFR passed t hough sever al st ages, 

par t icular ly at  t he older  est ablishment s t hat  occupied sever al sit es dur ing 

t he sevent eent h and eight eent h cent ur ies. I n t he init ial st age t he J esuit s 

dir ect ed t he const r uct ion of  t empor ar y buildings built  of  wood and/ or  adobe 

or  WDSLD�IUDQFHVD�(const r uct ed of  mud and br anches-wat t le and daub). The 

second st age ent ailed t he const r uct ion of  t he main st r uct ur es of  t he 

complex of  st one and/ or  adobe laid on a st one base, such as housing f or  t he 

neophyt e populat ion, indust r ial shops, et c. A t empor ar y chur ch r emained in 

ser vice dur ing t his phase of  r econst r uct ion. The f inal phase at  a number  of  



missions�was t he const r uct ion of  a new magnif icent  chur ch of  st one. The 

const r uct ion of  t he lar ge st one t emples occur r ed in t he 1730s, 1740s, and 

1750s, and t he chur ches at  San I gnacio, Sao Miguel, Candelar ia, and ot her  

communit ies dat e t o t his per iod. Const r uct ion of  t he lar ge chur ch at  J esus 

de Tavar angue began in t he lat e 1750s, but  had not  r eached complet ion at  

t he t ime of  t he J esuit  expulsion in 1767.21 

The const r uct ion of  t he FDVFR� at  San Lor enzo Mar t ir  f ollowed t he 

blue pr int  cr eat ed by t he J esuit s, wit h t he lar ge squar e at  t he cent er  of  t he 

communit y (see Figur e 3). However , given t he geopolit ical mot ive f or  t he 

est ablishment  of  San Lor enzo and t he lar ge populat ion t r ansf er r ed t o t he 

new communit y, t he const r uct ion of  per manent  st one st r uct ur es occur r ed 

mor e r apidly. Ruins of  buildings of  r eddish st one sur vive at  t he sit e t oday, 

except  f or  t he Guar ani neophyt e housing t hat  local set t ler s in t he r egion 

cannibalized in t he ear ly and mid-ninet eent h cent ur y f or  building mat er ials 

f or  t heir  own use.22 The chur ch init ially cont ained f ive naves but  t he J esuit s 

lat er  had it  r emodeled wit h only t hr ee naves. Two r ows of  wood columns 

suppor t ed t he r oof . I t  measur ed 93 x 43 YDUDV�� or  77.9 x 36 met er s.23 

Adj oining t he chur ch ar e t he r uins of  t he cloist er , and t he cemet er y st ill 

used by t he local populat ion (see Figur es 3 and 4). 



  ������7KH�(QG�RI�WKH�8WRSLD�
The Guarani as a collective group did not resist Spanish colonial rule until the 

1750s, and then a major uprising among the residents of the seven trans-Uruguay 

communities (San Miguel, Santos Angeles, San Lorenzo, San Nicolas, San Juan Bautista, 

San Luis Gonzaga, and San Francisco de Borja) resulted from a plan to relocate the seven 

missions west of the Uruguay River. In 1750, Spain and Portugal signed the Treaty of 

Madrid to adjust colonial boundaries. Under the terms of the treaty the Spanish-

Portuguese border was to be set at the Uruguay River. The residents of the seven 

missions located in what was to become Portuguese territory were to relocate to Spanish 

territory, or else remain under Portuguese rule. Moreover, the missions were to loose 

lands east of the river used for ranching and farming.24 Having served the purpose of 

establishing Spanish territorial claims, the Crown sacrificed the Guarani missions to 

larger geopolitical objectives.  

The Guarani leaders of the seven mission communities rejected the plan to 

relocate from their homes. The members of the FDELOGRV� sent a petition to the Spanish 

governor in Buenos Aires that read in part: 

Our  f at her s, our  gr andf at her s, our  br ot her s have f ought  under  t he 

r oyal st andar d, many t imes against  t he Por t uguese, many t imes against  

t he savages; who can say how many of  t hem have f allen on t he 

bat t lef ields, or  bef or e t he walls of  t he New Colony [Colonia do 

Sacr ament o]  at t acked many t imes. We our selves can show our  loyalt y 

and valor  wit hy our  wounds…How does t he Cat holic King want  t o 



r ewar d t hose ser vices, expelling us f r om our  lands, houses, f ields and 

legit imat e inher it ances. We can not  believe it . By t he r oyal let t er s of  

Felipe V, r ead t o us f r om t he pulpit  by his own or der s, we wer e 

exhor t ed t o never  let  t he Por t uguese, your s and our  enemies, 

appr oach our  bor der s…25 

When t he appeal t o t he r oyal of f icial f ailed, t he Guar ani r ose in r ebellion. 

Resist ance occur r ed in t wo phases.   

 Under  t he t er ms of  t he t r eat y a j oint  Spanish-Por t uguese commission 

was t o delineat e t he new bor der  and set -up boundar y mar ker s. On Febr uar y 

27, 1753, t he commission ar r ived at  Sant a Tecla, a chapel locat ed in one of  

t he HVWDQFLDV of  San Miguel. An ar med Guar ani f or ce pr event ed t he 

commission f r om advancing f ur t her , and it  r et r eat ed back t o Mont evideo and 

Colonia do Sacr ament o r espect ively. I n r esponse t o t he incident  at  Sant a 

Tecla, t he gover nor  of  Buenos Air es led a f or ce of  some 1,500 soldier s int o 

mission t er r it or y in May of  1754. The Spanish ar my f aced poor  weat her  and 

lost  most  of  it s hor ses. A Guar ani f or ce ambushed a gr oup of  soldier s sent  

t o deliver  a let t er  t o t he J esuit  missionar y at  Yapeyu, and only a f ew 

sur vived. I n August  t he Spanish f or ce wit hdr ew, but  suf f er ed Guar ani 



at t acks. The Por t uguese f or ce sent  in suppor t  of  t he Spanish also f aced bad 

weat her  and Guar ani at t acks, and also wit hdr ew.26 

 Spanish and Por t uguese leader s decided t o unit e t heir  f or ces t o 

suppr ess Guar ani r esist ance, and a j oint  Spanish-Por t uguese ar my of  3,020 

soldier s r eached Sant a Tecla in Febr uar y of  1756. The Spanish-Por t uguese 

ar my r out ed t he Guar ani milit ia at  t he bat t le of  Caibat e on Febr uar y 10, 

1756. The Spanish-Por t uguese ar my suf f er ed t hr ee deat hs and t en wounded, 

compar ed t o 1,511 Guar ani killed and 154 capt ur ed. I n t he af t er mat h of  t he 

bat t le t he Spanish-Por t uguese ar my occupied t he seven t r ans-Ur uguay 

missions. The r et r eat ing Guar ani abandoned San Miguel and San Luis 

Gonzaga, and lef t  t he pr incipal buildings in f lames. The Spanish occupied and 

used Sant o Angel as t he base of  oper at ions, and t he Por t uguese used San 

J uan Baut ist a. Soldier s f r om t he j oint  milit ar y expedit ion sur r ounded San 

Lor enzo Mar t ir , and capt ur ed most  of  t he Guar ani populat ion and t he FDVFR�

int act .27 Spain and Por t ugal lat er  annulled t he 1750 t r eat y, and Spain 

r egained cont r ol over  t he seven missions. The building complex of  San 

Lor enzo did not  suf f er  physical damage dur ing t he upr ising, but  t he invading 

Spanish-Por t uguese ar my slaught er ed cat t le f r om t he HVWDQFLDV� t o f eed 

t hemselves.28 Spain and Por t ugal went  t o war  over  t he disput ed Rio de la 



Plat a bor der lands in t he 1760s, and only r esolved t he boundar y disput es wit h 

t he signing of  t he 1777 Tr eat y of  San I ldef onso. The t r ans-Ur uguay 

missions r emained under  Spanish cont r ol unt il occupied by a Por t uguese 

milit ia f or ce in 1801, but  t he war  disr upt ed t he mission pr ogr am and 

par t icular ly t he mission economies. 

 What  was t he cost  of  t he Guar ani War ? We have alr eady ment ioned 

t he damage t o t he buildings of  sever al of  t he mission complexes, and t he 

pillaging of  t he mission her ds. The upr ising and t he pr esence of  Spanish and 

Por t uguese t r oops on mission t er r it or y disr upt ed t he f unct ioning of  t he 

lar ger  mission economy. Mor eover , in t he immediat e af t er mat h of  t he 

Spanish-Por t uguese occupat ion of  t he missions, t he Guar ani populat ion 

disper sed. A 1756 census of  t he missions enumer at ed only 14,284 in t he 

seven missions, down f r om some 29,000 at  t he beginning of  t he war .29 

Because of  t he cir cumst ances of  t he capt ur e of  t he mission and it s 

populat ion int act , San Lor enzo Mar t ir  was one of  t he mor e populous missions 

in t he immediat e af t er mat h of  t he upr ising. The implement at ion of  t he 1750 

t r eat y and t he Guar ani r esist ance had been cost ly t o t he Spanish Cr own. The 

expedit ions against  t he Guar ani and t he boundar y commission t ot aled 

expendit ur es of  1,490,689 pesos bet ween 1754 and 1758.30 



 One impor t ant  lesson f r om t he Guar ani upr ising was t he st r ong 

at t achment  of  t he indigenous peoples t o t he seven mission communit ies t hat  

wer e t o be t r ansf er r ed t o t he j ur isdict ion of  Por t ugal. The ear ly hist or y of  

t he missions�in t he sevent eent h cent ur y was char act er ized by inst abilit y, as 

t he J esuit s r elocat ed t he mission communit ies t o dif f er ent  locat ions 

because of  t he t hr eat  of  at t ack by Por t uguese slave t r ader s and host ile 

indigenous gr oups. Mor eover , t he J esuit s est ablished sever al new missions 

wit h populat ions f r om exist ing communit ies, and t hese new communit ies 

including San Lor enzo Mar t ir  exist ed at  one sit e f or  mor e t han f if t y year s. 

By t he 1750s t he Guar ani had a st r ong sense of  ident it y t ied t o each of  t he 

seven t r ans-Ur uguay missions, and r ose in r ebellion t o pr ot ect  t heir  

communit ies.  

7KH�'HPLVH�RI�WKH�0LVVLRQV�

I n 1767, King Char les lll or der ed t he expulsion of  t he J esuit s f r om all 

Spanish t er r it or ies. The King did not  give r easons f or  t he expulsion or der , 

but  his act ion was only t he most  r ecent  act ion t aken by Eur opean monar chs 

against  t he or der . I n 1759, Por t ugal expelled t he Black Robes, and Fr ance 

f ollowed suit  f ive year s lat er  in 1764. One of  t he immediat e consequences 

was t he almost  syst emat ic loot ing of  t he accumulat ed pr oper t y of  t he 



missions� at  t he hands of  t he civil administ r at or s placed in char ge of  t he 

t empor alit ies. This can be seen most  gr aphically in t he t ot al decline in t he 

number  of  cat t le. The missions�owned mor e t han 700,000 head of  cat t le on 

t he eve of  t he expulsion, but  t he administ r at or s culled t he her ds f or  t heir  

own pr of it . I n 1769, 412,169 head of  cat t le r emained, and in 1788 243,906.31 

The missions� cont inued t o be administ er ed as aut onomous ent it ies unt il 

1848, when t he Par aguayan gover nment  or der ed t he seizur e of  all r emaining 

asset s.32 Mor eover , t he missions��now called SXHEORV�GH�LQGLRV, exper ienced 

populat ion losses. The populat ions of  t he missions�had f luct uat ed as a r esult  

of  high mor t alit y caused by epidemics. However , in t he last  decades of  t he 

eight eent h-cent ur y t he populat ions declined as lar ge number s of  Guar ani 

neophyt es lef t .  

The exodus f r om t he missions act ually began pr ior  t o t he J esuit  

expulsion, but  escalat ed f ollowing t he r emoval of  t he Black Robes. The 

exodus was bot h volunt ar y and involunt ar y. The Guar ani upr ising of  t he 

1750s caused a wave of  out -migr at ion f r om t he seven Tr ans-Ur uguay River  

missions. Following t he suppr ession of  t he upr ising, t he Spanish r elocat ed 

some 12,000 Guar ani neophyt es t o t he missions locat ed west  of  t he Ur uguay 

River . I n t he ear ly 1760s, only about  15,000 Guar ani lived in t he seven 



missions f ollowing t he r et ur n of  t he mission t er r it or y t o Spain f ollowing t he 

abr ogat ion of  t he Tr eat y of  Madr id.33 Twice t hat  number  lived in t he seven 

est ablishment s in 1750. The Por t uguese also r elocat ed Guar ani neophyt es t o 

Rio Gr ande do Sul, and set t led t he Guar ani in sever al communit ies called 

DOGHLDV�� wher e t hey wor ked on near by HVWDQFLDV�� � One such communit y 

called $OGHLD�GH�$QMRV��count ed 3,500 r esident s in 1762, but  t he numbers 

declined t o 2,563 in 1779, 1,362 in 1784, and 300 in 1814. The populat ion of  

San Lor enzo t ot aled 960 in 1801, t he year  of  t he Por t uguese conquest  of  t he 

seven t r ans-Ur uguay missions, and dr opped t o 434 in 1814, 250 in 1822, and 

258 in 1827.34  

Guar ani neophyt es also volunt ar ily migr at ed t o t he disput ed 

bor der land of  t he %DQGD� 2ULHQWH�� and est ablished new communit ies t hat  

wer e independent  of  t he J esuit s. One such communit y was called Las 

Vibor as, and was f ir st  set t led in 1758 f ollowing t he suppr ession of  t he 

Guar ani upr ising, and about  1,500 people lived t her e in 1800. An analysis of  

1,045 ent r ies in t he bapt ismal r egist er s f r om Las Vibor as f or  t he year s 

1770-1811 pr ovides evidence of  t he diver se or igins of  t he Guar ani r esident s 

of  t he communit y. The maj or it y, 784 or  sevent y-f ive per cent  of  t he t ot al, 

wer e childr en of  neophyt es who had once r esided in t he J esuit  missions��



Ot her s wer e f r om t he Fr anciscan missions in sout her n Par aguay, and f r om 

ot her  ar eas in t he lar ger  Rio de la Plat a r egion. The r esident s of  Las Vibor as 

abandoned t he communit y in 1846 as a r esult  of  an at t ack dur ing a civil war  

in Ur uguay.35  

How ext ensive was t he out -migr at ion f r om t he missions�f ollowing t he 

J esuit  expulsion? I n t he year s immediat ely f ollowing t he exodus of  t he Black 

Robes, out -migr at ion occur r ed, but  on a limit ed scale. I n 1767, 88,796 

Guar ani lived in t he t hir t y missions, and t he number  dr opped t o 80,891 f ive 

year s lat er  in 1772. The gr eat est  dr op occur r ed dur ing t he decades of  t he 

1770s, and in 1783 56,092 Guar ani st ill lived in t he missions. The number s 

st abilized somewhat  in t he 1780s and 1790s, but  also f luct uat ed. I n 1791, 

t he populat ion of  t he missions t ot aled 44,677, r ose t o 51,991 in 1793 

alt hough t his f igur e also incor por at ed people who wer e st ill on t he mission 

r ost er  but  wer e absent . I n 1801, t her e r epor t edly wer e 45,637 in t he 

missions (see Table 1).36 

Anot her  impor t ant  cause f or  t he decline was t he physical dest r uct ion 

of  many of  t he missions� locat ed in what  t oday ar e Rio Gr ande do Sul  and 

Misiones (Ar gent ina) in t he war s bet ween Por t ugal, Ar gent ina, and Par aguay 

over  cont r ol of  t he bor der lands of  t he %DQGD�2ULHQWH and neighbor ing ar eas 



in t he f ir st  t hr ee decades of  t he ninet eent h cent ur y. I n 1801, dur ing a war  

bet ween Spain and Por t ugal, a Por t uguese milit ia f or ce occupied t he seven 

missions locat ed east  of  t he Ur uguay River , which had been r et ur ned t o 

Spain f ollowing t he Tr eat y of  Madr id f iasco and t he Guar ani War .37 The 

Por t uguese dist r ibut ed Guar ani mission lands t o set t ler s in gr ant s called 

VHVPDULDV� ��� � The east er n missions ser ved as a base of  oper at ions f or  

Por t uguese invasions of  t he r egion bet ween t he Ur uguay and Par ana River s 

dur ing t he t ur bulent  decades of  t he 1810s and 1820s. I nvasions occur r ed in 

1811 and 1812, and again in 1817 and 1818. Dur ing t his last  invasion 3,190 

people in Misiones died and 360 wer e t aken pr isoner , and t he Por t uguese 

sacked many of  t he missions��Mor eover , a maj or  bat t le occur r ed in ear ly 

Apr il of  1818 at  San Car los t hat  r esult ed in massive damage t o t he chur ch 

and associat ed buildings. The Par aguayans also at t empt ed t o asser t  

sover eignt y over  t he t er r it or y bet ween t he Par ana and Ur uguay River s, and 

occupied and sacked t he mission communit ies along t he east er n bank of  t he 

Par ana River  in 1817 such as San I gnacio, Sant a Ana, Lor et o, and Cor pus 

Chr ist i, among ot her s.39  

The Guar ani abandoned many of  t he missions locat ed in t he war  zone, 

and sought  r ef uge elsewher e or  wer e f or cibly r elocat ed. The odyssey of  a 



gr oup of  Guar ani r esident s of  t he seven mission communit ies east  of  t he 

Ur uguay River  illust r at es how r ef ugees wer e caught  up in t he unset t led 

polit ical condit ions in t he r egion. I n 1828, dur ing t he last  st ages of  t he war  

bet ween Ar gent ina and Br azi, one Fr uct uoso River a sacked t he seven t r ans-

Ur uguay missions��and t ook some 6,000 Guar ani back t o Ur uguay wher e t hey 

est ablished a new set t lement  on t he Par ana River  called Sant a Rosa de la 

Bella Union. The r ef ugees r emained at  t he sit e f or  f ive year s, but  wer e 

f or ced t o f lee f ollowing an at t ack on t he set t lement  by t he milit ia of  t he 

&RORUDGR�f act ion involved in  civil war  in t he r egion wit h t he %ODQFRV. A gr oup 

of  860 or iginally f r om eleven UHGXFFLRQHV� est ablished a new communit y 

called San Bor j a del Yi, and event ually t he populat ion of  t he t own r eached 

some 3,500. Of  t he 860 who set t led San Bor j a de Yi, 139 came f r om San 

Fr ancisco de Bor j a mission. Anot her  350 came f r om t he ot her  six Tr ans-

Ur uguay missions, and 371 f r om Yapeyu, La Cr uz, Sant o Tome, and Cor pus 

Chr ist i.40 

&RQFOXVLRQV�

 The est ablishment  of  San Lor enzo Mar t ir  mission in 1690 in t he 

disput ed bor der lands of  t he %DQGD�2ULHQWH��including moder n�Rio Gr ande do 

Sul. The Black Robes r elocat ed exist ing mission communit ies int o t he 



t er r it or y east  of  t he Ur uguay River , and est ablished new missions including 

San Lor enzo Mar t ir  wit h populat ions f r om exist ing est ablishment s. The 

Por t uguese est ablishment  of  Colonia do Sacr ament o pr ompt ed t he expansion 

of  t he mission f r ont ier  east  of  t he Ur uguay River . 

 I n many r espect s t he development  of  San Lor enzo Mar t ir  par alleled 

t hat  of  t he older  missions locat ed west  of  t he Ur uguay River . However , 

geopolit ics det er mined and alt er ed t he gr owt h of  t he new communit y. The 

1750 Tr eat y of  Madr id bet ween Spain and Por t ugal at t empt ed t o est ablish 

boundar ies bet ween t he colonies of  t he t wo count r ies in Sout h Amer ica, and 

in or der  t o obt ain t he t r eat y t he King of  Spain sacr if iced t he seven t r ans-

Ur uguay missions and t he HVWDQFLDV� in t he %DQGD�2ULHQWH� t o Por t ugal. The 

Guar ani r esident s of  t he seven missions r esist ed t he f or ced r elocat ion, and 

r ose in r ebellion. A j oint  Spanish-Por t uguese milit ar y f or ce suppr essed t he 

Guar ani upr ising, but  at  consider able cost  t o t he mission communit ies. San 

Lor enzo Mar t ir  did not  suf f er  t he same level of  physical damage as ot her  

missions, but  an invasion of  and pillaging of  mission lands and par t icular ly t he 

HVWDQFLDV� under mined t he mission economy. Mor eover , Spain only r egained 

cont r ol of  t he seven missions in t he ear ly 1760s f ollowing t he nullif icat ion of  



t he Tr eat y of  Madr id, but  when r et ur ned t he missions wer e only a shell of  

what  t hey had been a decade ear lier . 

 The expulsion of  t he J esuit s in 1767, decades of  cor r upt  civil 

administ r at ion, and war s bet ween Spain and Por t ugal and lat er  Ar gent ina, 

Par aguay, and Br azil ef f ect ively dest r oyed t he J esuit  missions. Civil 

administ r at or s sold of f  mission livest ock and ot her  goods, of t en f or  t heir  

own benef it . Many Guar ani elect ed t o leave. I n 1801, a Por t uguese milit ia 

f or ce def init ively incor por at ed t he seven t r ans-Ur uguay missions int o Br azil. 

Dur ing t he war s of  t he ear ly ninet eent h-cent ur y t he Por t uguese used t he 

missions as bases of  oper at ions f r om which t o invade t he disput ed t er r it or y 

west  of  t he Ur uguay River . A f inal sacking of  t he seven missions in 1828 and 

t he f or ced r elocat ion of  hundr eds of  Guar ani t o Ur uguay signif ied t he deat h 

of  t he ut opian communit ies. San Lor enzo and t he ot her  missions f ell int o 

r uin. Est ablished t o sat isf y t he geopolit ical goals of  t he Spanish gover nment , 

t he decades long disput e over  t he bor der lands in t he Rio de la Plat a r egion 

shaped and ult imat ely disr upt ed t he development  of  t he mission. 

 The Spanish gover nment  used missions as a cost  ef f ect ive way of  

colonizing t er r it or ies wit h f ew appar ent  lucr at ive sour ces of  r evenues t hat  

however  had geopolit ical impor t ance in t he f ace of  challenges f r om r ival 



Eur opean colonial power s. Flor ida, Texas, and Calif or nia all f it  int o t his 

pat t er n. The t hr eat  or  t he pot ent ial t hr eat  of  Fr ench, English, or  Russian 

set t lement  on t he f r inges of  Spanish t er r it or y pr ompt ed Spanish 

colonizat ion based on t he est ablishment  of  missions t o cont r ol t he local 

indigenous populat ions. However , only t he Flor ida missions exper ienced 

at t acks at  t he hands of  ot her  Eur opeans, in t his case English colonist s f r om 

Sout h Car olina.41 Most  mission f r ont ier s, however , did not  exper ience t he 

same level of  conf lict  bet ween Spain and ot her  Eur opean colonizer s as did 

t he J esuit  ut opian communit ies of  Par aguay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 1: Populat ion of  t he Par aguay Missions f ollowing t he Expulsion of  t he 
J esuit s 
1767  88,796 
1768  88,864 
1772  80,891 
1783  56,092 
1784  57,949 
1791  44,677 
1793  51,991 
1801  45,637 
Sour ce: “Reduct ions of  Par aguay,” &DWKROLF� (QF\FORSHGLD, I nt er net  File; 
Thomas Whigham, “Par aguay’s Pueblos de I ndios: Echoes of  a Missionar y 
Past ,” in Er ick Langer  and Rober t  H. J ackson, eds., 7KH�1HZ�/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�
0LVVLRQ�+LVWRU\�(Lincoln, 1995), 168; +HUHQFLD�0LVLRQHUD��I nt er net  sit e, ur l: 
www.her enciamisioner o.com.ar / ; Er nest o Maeder , “La poblacion de las 
misiones de Guar anies (1641-1682). Reubicacion de los pueblos y 
consecuencias demogr af icas,” (VWXGRV�,EHUR�$PHULFDQRV 15:1 (J une 1989), 
49-80. 
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