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Cátia Antunes, Filipa Ribeiro da Silva 

In Nomine Domini et In Nomine Rex Regis:  
Inquisition, Persecution and Royal Finances in Portugal, 1580-1715 

INTRODUCTION

�While two officials of the Inquisition bring the accused through the streets and busiest
places in town, usually followed by a great multitude of people, another official goes to
fetch the Confiscation Judge (�) so that he may write down the enrolment of the assets
belonging to the accused. (�) While the enrolment takes place, other officials hold the
family in one room, where they are forced to stay. They are unable to change their clothes,
hide things of value in gold, silver or jewellery(�) When the enrolment is completed, the
Confiscation Judge takes all the necklaces, rings, jewellery or money from the necks,
purses and pockets of the mother, wife, children, male or female of the accused (�) and
he throws them on the street without letting them take any linens, clothes, money or food 
so that they may survive (�) The Confiscation Judge returns at a later stage with other 
officials to make the total inventory of the properties of the accused, which can take up to
six months (�) so that even if the accused is considered innocent, the whole family is
bound for public charity. When that fails many die of hunger and cold on the streets of
our great cities.�1

Victims of the Iberian Inquisitions found guilty of heresy and apostasy, like the
example above were sentenced to physical, spiritual and material punishment. In
this paper, we will be looking into the material punishment, commonly known as
confisco de bens, that is to say, the right that inquisitorial courts had to confiscate 
movable and unmovable assets of specific individuals as a matter of punishment. 
Our main research question will be to which extent were these confiscations as
much a means of social control and religious regulation as an economic resource
for equally financing Inquisition and Royal Treasury. This liaison dangereuse between 
King and Inquisition was sustained by mutually enforcing statutes and regulations
that awarded both parties a share of the confiscated property. It was therefore in
the interest of Church and State to rely on this �easy-coming� source of income to
face mounting expenses, extraordinary expenditure and economic crises.  

                                                          
1 Our translations from the Portuguese: Explicações e provas dos aggravos dos quais se queixão à Sé 

Apostolica os christãos descendentes de sangue hebreo no Reino de Portugal, contra os stilos; uso e mode de proceder dos 
Inquisidores daquelle Reyno,1627, in L. DE AZEVEDO, História dos Cristãos-Novos Portugueses, Lisbon 1989, 
pp. 476-477.
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We will explore the hypothesis that Inquisitorial confiscation and persecution 
increased proportionally to the economic and financial trends affecting the Royal
Treasury and that inquisitorial courts, as happened with most of their royal
counterparts were driven by economic crises into greater intervention and higher 
levels of confiscation in order to meet their financial needs. 

This approach questions therefore the idea of confiscation of property by the
Portuguese Inquisition merely as an instrument of social control and religious
pressure over non-conformant minorities, as was the case of the New Christians - a
dominant idea in many recent studies about the Inquisition and its actions in
Southern Europe,2 which have mostly focused on its institutional role and its 
strength as part of the growing power Church and State3 shared during the Early 
Modern period.4  

                                                          
2 The Spanish Inquisition and the Inquisitorial mind, ed. A. ALCALA, New Jersey 1987. L�Inquisition

Espagnole, XVe-XIXe siècle, ed. B. BENNASSAR, Paris 1979. J.-P. DEDIEU, L�Inquisition, Paris 1987. J.
EDWARDS, The Spanish Inquisition, Stroud 1999. Perfiles jurídicos de la Inquisición Española, ed. J.A. 
ESCUDERO, Madrid 1989. R. GARCIA CÁRCEL, La Inquisición, Madrid 1990. H. KAMEN, The Spanish 
Inquisition: a Historical Revision, London 1997. F. BETHENCOURT, The Inquisition. A Global History, 1478-
1834, Cambridge 2009. IDEM, História das Inquisições de Portugal, Espanha e Itália, Lisboa 1994. IDEM, 
L�Inquisition à l� époque moderne, Paris 1995. IDEM, Les Inquisitions Modernes, Florence 1992. G. GRECO, La
Chiesa in Itália nell�Etá Moderna, Rome-Bari 1999. J. TEDESCHI, The Persecution of Heresy: Collected Studies on
the Inquisition in Early Modern Italy, Binghamton 1991. 

3 A. BAIÃO, A Inquisição em Portugal e no Brazil. Subsídios para a sua História, Lisboa 1906. A.B.
COELHO, Inquisição de Évora. Dos Primórdios a 1668, I-II, Lisboa 1987. E.C.A. MEA, A Inquisição do Porto, 
Porto 1979. IDEM, A Inquisição de Coimbra no século XVI. A Instituição, os Homens e a Sociedade, PhD Diss.,
Univ. Porto, 1989.  

4 There have been few studies about the Portuguese Inquisition outside of the institutional scope.
There are some exceptions on what concerns specific chronologies, regions and crimes, but very few 
synthesis on the socio-economic implications of this institution. There have been attempts though to
analyse the Portuguese Inquisition and its actions as a mechanism of social control and how this 
mechanism contributed to the shaping and development of attitudes and mentalities in the Early 
Modern Portuguese society. See: P.D. BRAGA, A Inquisição nos Açores, Ph.D. Diss., Univ. Nova de 
Lisboa, 1996. J. DOS S.R. COSME, A Vila de Mourão na Inquisição de Évora (1552-1785). Contributo para o 
seu estudo, Mourão 1988. J.A.G. DE MELLO, Um Tribunal da Inquisição em Olinda, Pernambuco, Coimbra 
1991. J.L.D. DE MENDONÇA, História dos Principais actos e ProcL.edimentos da Inquisição em Portugal, Lisboa 
1980. L. MOTT, A Inquisição em Sergipe, Aracajú, Sergipe 1989. IDEM, A Inquisição no Maranhão, São Luís,
Maranhão 1995. D. BUONO CALAINHO, Em Nome do Santo Ofício, MA Diss., Univ. Federal do Rio de 
Janeiro, 1992. F. OLIVAL, A Inquisição e a Madeira: A visita de 1618, in Actas do I Colóquio Internacional de
História da Madeira 1986, I-II, Funchal 1990, pp. 764-815. See also: L.A. DE OLIVEIRA RAMOS, A 
Inquisição Pombalina, in �Brotéria�, 115, 1982, n. 2-4, pp. 170-180. I. DA R. PEREIRA, A Inquisição em 
Portugal. Séculos XVI-XVII-Período Filipino, Lisboa 1993. M.L. BRAGA, A Inquisição em Portugal: primeira
metade do século XVIII. O Inquisidor Geral D. Nuno da Cunha de Athayde e Mello, Lisboa 1992. A. AFONSO, 
M. GUERREIRO, Subsídios para o Estudo da Inquisição portuguesa no século XIX, in Inquisição. Comunicações 
apresentadas ao 1º Congresso Luso-Brasileiro sobre Inquisição realizados em Lisboa, de 17 a 20 de Fevereiro de 1987, 
ed. M.H. CARVALHO DOS SANTOS, Lisboa 1989, III, pp. 1241-1336. F. BETHENCOURT, Declínio e 
extinção do Santo Ofício, in �Revista de História Económica e Social�, 20, 1987, pp. 77-85. See still: J.L. 
DE AZEVEDO, História dos Cristãos-novos Portugueses, cit. IDEM, Les Herétiques et l�Inquisition Portugaise, 
Wiesbaden 1992. IDEM, O Imaginário da Magia: feiticeiras, salvadores e nigromantes no século XVI, Lisboa
1987. P.F. GOMES, Um Herege vai ao paraíso, São Paulo 1997. R.E. HORCH, Luzes Luzes e Fogueiras: dos
Albores da Imprensa ao Obscurantismo da Inquisição no Sacramental de Clemente Sánchez, Ph.D. Diss., Univ. de 
São Paulo, 1985. J. DA SILVA HORTA, A Inquisição em Angola e Congo: O Inquérito de 1596-98 e o Papel 
Mediador das Justiças Locais, in Arqueologia do Estado. 1ªs Jornadas sobre Formas de Organização e Exercício dos
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Historians know little about the actual numbers of people who saw their assets
seized and later confiscated by the Inquisition and the State throughout the Early 
Modern period. Least is even known about inquisitorial and royal finances, and 
more specifically about their relationship in matters of confiscation. Here, we will 
partially fill this void in the literature starting by defining the criminal and territorial 
jurisdiction of the Portuguese Inquisition. A detailed analysis of inquisitorial and 
royal jurisdictions over seizure and confiscation of property will follow. After 
briefly describing the process of seizure and confiscation of property we will then
statistically analyze the type, volume and regularity of the Inquisitorial confiscations
and confront this information with the general economic trends, checking to which
extent persecution and confiscation followed the same general tendency, by looking 
into levels of association and correlation between these two phenomena.

The present case study uses as statistical basis about 18,000 trial records of the 
Lisbon Inquisition,5 the bylaws of the Portuguese Inquisition (Regimentos), the 
general royal ordinances (Ordenações do Reino), and special statutes and regulations
issued by the Crown concerning seizure and confiscation of private property. The
Court of Lisbon has been selected for this purpose since it comprised the widest 
territorial jurisdiction as we will explain in detail in the following section. 

1.  INQUISITORIAL JURISDICTION

The papal brief Cum ad nihil magis (1536) by Pope Paul III authorised the 
creation and establishment of the Inquisition in Portugal, which jurisdiction would
include the whole of Portugal, exception made to the territories belonging to the
Archbishopric of Évora.6 Shortly after the promulgation of the brief, the Inquisitor-

                                                          
Poderes na Europa do Sul, Séculos XIII-XVIII, Lisboa 1988, I, pp. 387-415. E.C.A. MEA, Nossa Senhora em 
Processos da Inquisição, Porto 1984. EADEM, Sentenças da Inquisição de Coimbra [II] em metropolitanos de D. Fr. 
Bartolomeu do Mártires, 1567-1582, Porto 1982. J.A. GONÇALVES DE MELLO, Gente de Nação, Recife
1989. L. MOTT, Inquisição e Homossexualidade, in Inquisição, cit., II, pp. 473-508. M.H. CARVALHO DOS 
SANTOS, O Sexo Proibido, Campinas, São Paulo 1988. A. NOVINSKY, Inquisição e Heresias na Ilha da
Madeira, in Actas do I Colóquio Internacional de História da Madeira, cit., pp. 743-763. I. DA R. PEREIRA, 
Processos de feitiçaria e bruxaria na Inquisição de Portugal, in �Anais da Academia Portuguesa de História�, 
24, 1997, pp. 85-178. L. GORENSTEIN SILVA, Heréticos e Impuros, Rio de Janeiro 1995. R. VAINFAS, 
Trópicos dos Pecados. Moral, Sexualidade e Inquisição no Brasil, Rio de Janeiro 1989. M.J. FERRO PIMENTA
TAVARES, Inquisição: um �Compellere Intrare� ou uma Catequização pelo medo (1536-1547), in �Revista de 
História Económica e Social�, 21, 1987, pp. 1-28. F. BETHENCOURT, Campo religioso e Inquisição em 
Portugal no século XVI, in �Studium generale. Estudos contemporâneos�, 6, 1984, pp. 43-60. IDEM, 
Inquisição e controle social, in �História & Crítica�, 14, 1987, pp. 5-18. IDEM, Les hérétiques et l�Inquisition 
portugaise. Représentations et pratiques de persécution, in Ketzerverfolung im 16. und frühen 17. Jahrhundert, ed. 
H.R. GUGGISBERG et al., Wolfenbütell 1992, pp. 103-117. J.P. PAIVA, Inquisição e Visitas Pastorais: dois 
mecanismos complementares de controlo social, Coimbra 1989.

5 This research was only possible with special permission from the IAN/TT director Dr.
Silvestre Lacerda, the precious help of Dr. Odete Martins and the ladies working at the archive
basement and reading room. To all of them, our deepest acknowledgement for sympathy, friendliness
and extra effort to provide us with all the necessary materials. Thank you ever so much. 

6 Corpo Diplomatico Portuguez contendo os Actos e Relações Políticas de Portugal com as diversas Potências do
Mundo desde o século XVI até aos nossos dias, ed. L.A. REBELLO DA SILVA, Lisboa 1868, III, pp. 302-307.
A.F. DE ALMEIDA, História da Igreja em Portugal, Porto 1968, II, pp. 402-403.
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general set his headquarters in Lisbon, and an Inquisitorial court was established in
the capital. Lisbon�s almost monopoly of Inquisitorial activities was challenged in
1541 by the creation of the courts of Porto, Coimbra, Lamego, Tomar and Évora.
Due to logistic and financial problems, most of these courts were short lived and
six years later they were close to extinction.  

Thirty years after the papal brief, the Portuguese Inquisition apparatus would
take its definitive shape. Three main district courts were established in Lisbon, 
Coimbra, and Évora.7 Their activities were to be overseen and inspected by the 
Inquisitor-general and a high council, the so-called General Council of the Holy 
Office (Conselho Geral do Santo Ofício, hereafter referred to as General Council),
which also functioned as a high court of appeals for Inquisitorial court cases from
all Inquisition district courts. Each district court was granted jurisdiction over
specific regions and bishoprics in Portugal. However, the Court of Lisbon, under 
scrutiny here, held power not only over the archbishopric of Lisbon, but also over
all bishoprics in the Portuguese Atlantic settlements (see Im. 1).  

The papal brief of 1536 had in fact opened a window of opportunity to expand 
the Inquisitorial jurisdiction to the overseas territories.8 This jurisdiction was 
fulfilled for the first time in 1551, when the Inquisitor-general allowed the court of 
Lisbon to investigate and act upon all the possible transgressions taking place in the
islands.9 The term �islands� was not specific enough and therefore, the Lisbon
Inquisition was able to extend its actions to all of the Atlantic islands under
Portuguese control, namely, Madeira, Azores, Cape Verde and São Tomé. Soon 
enough, this ability to intervene in the Atlantic was still increased after sporadic
involvement in the Portuguese fortress towns in the North of Africa, Senegambia,
Guinea-Bissau, Angola and Brazil (see Im. 1)10. 

                                                          
7 In the 1580s, a fourth court was established in Goa with jurisdiction over Portuguese Asia also

known as Estado da Índia. For further details see: A. CANNAS DA CUNHA, A Inquisição no Estado da Índia.
Origens (1539-1560), Lisboa 1995. M. DE J. DOS M. LOPES, A Inquisição de Goa na 1ª metade de setecentos: 
uma visita pelo seu interior, PhD Diss., Univ. Nova de Lisboa, 1993. EADEM, A Inquisição de Goa na segunda
metade do século XVIII. Contributo para a sua História, in �Stvdia�, 48, 1989, pp. 237-262. 

8 Corpo Diplomatico Portuguez, ed. EADEM, III, pp. 302-307. F. DE ALMEIDA, História da Igreja, cit.
9 A. BAIÃO, A Inquisição em Portugal e no Brasil, cit., doc. 46, p. 70. 
10 Before the establishment of the Goa Inquisition in 1580, the Lisbon Court also held 

jurisdiction over the Portuguese posts in the Indian Ocean, the so-called Estado da Índia. 
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Im. 1  Portuguese Inquisition � Organisational Apparatus 

Sources: Regimento da Inquisição, 1552; Regimento da Inquisição, 1613; Regimento da Inquisição, 1640; Regimen-
to da Inquisição, 1774; and O último Regimento e o Regimento da Economia da Inquisição de Goa,  ed. R. RÊGO, 
Lisboa 1983.

In a period of only fifteen years (1536-1551), the court of Lisbon had not only 
considerably augmented its geographical jurisdiction from the metropolis into all 
the Portuguese Atlantic colonies, but it also increased significantly the powers to
receive complaints, denunciations and bring individuals to trial for crimes of 
Judaism, sorcery, witchcraft and conversion to heretic doctrines (as was the case of
Protestantism).11 Later on, the bylaw of 1613 provided the Inquisition with 
jurisdiction to prosecute crimes of solicitation,12 sodomy,13 bigamy14 and selling of

                                                          
11 Carta de Édicto e tempo da graça de 1536, in IDEM, A Inquisição em Portugal e no Brasil, cit., doc. 1, pp. 1-3. 
12 The crime of solicitation in confession (�solicitação�) came under inquisitorial jurisdiction in 

1599. Regimento do Santo Offício da Inquisição dos Reinos de Portugal ���, Lisboa 1774, (hereafter cited as
Regimento da Inquisição, 1774), book (hereafter cited as lv.) III, title (hereafter cited as tit.) tit. XV. 

13 This crime was only included in the jurisdiction of the Inquisition in 1562. However, the 
Inquisition only judged the cases of the so-called �perfect sodomy�, either between men, or men and
women. R. VAINFAS, Trópico dos Pecados, cit., pp. 206-209. All other sodomy practices were to be judged
by the Civil and Ecclesiastic Justice. Ordenações Manuelinas, Lisboa 1984, lv. V, tit. XII. Ordenações 
Filipinas, Lisboa 1985, lv. V, tit. XII. 
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weapons and provisions to infidels.15 These powers were further broadened by the 
bylaw of 1640, in which the Inquisition acquired the right to prosecute foreigners 
suspected of practicing their religious beliefs16 or any other individual that might
not be fulfilling the Catholic orthodoxy, either by actions, thoughts or intellectual
propositions.17 After 1640, the Inquisition also started to be able to persecute
individuals that might be acting as priests or representatives of the Church without
ever been ordained or people that might pray to saints that had not yet been
canonized, in a clear attempt to contain the practice of Catholicism within the strict
rules defended by the Vatican.18 The last revision of the Inquisition�s jurisdiction
came about with the bylaw of 1774 according to which the institution had the right 
to prosecute Jacobins (Jacobinismo) and all groups that might hold �secrets� 
(secretismo), opening the door for later persecutions against the Free Masons.19

The growth of the territorial and criminal jurisdiction of the Lisbon Inquisition
forced the institution towards expansion in the number of bureaucrats within its 
ranks. While the 1552 bylaw foresaw the possibility of visitations, hearing of 
confessions and enquiries throughout Portugal and the Atlantic,20 the 1613 bylaw 
went even further by allowing the Lisbon Inquisition to establish officials overseas,
namely in Madeira, Azores, Cape Verde, São Tomé, Angola and Brazil.21

Nonetheless, the metropolis remained the geographical centre of action for this 
court.

                                                          
14 Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, lv. III, tit. XII. The Inquisition did not held exclusive jurisdiction 

over the crime of bigamy. Civil and Episcopal justice also had authority over this matter. Bigamy was 
a mix forum crime. Ordenações Manuelinas, lv. V, tit. XIX. Ordenações Filipinas, lv. V, tit. XIX.

15 Regimento do Santo Ofício da Inquisicam dos Reynos de Portugal ���, Lisboa 1613, (hereafter cited as
Regimento da Inquisição, 1613), tit. V, chap. VIII, VIIII, XXVI, XXXII.

16 Regimento do Santo Offício da Inquisição dos Reynos de Portugal [...], Lisboa 1640, (hereafter cited as 
Regimento da Inquisição, 1640), lv. III, tit. VII. 

17 The expression �proposições� (literal translation: propositions) referred to blasphemies and 
scandalous words, as well as statements against the dogmas and principles of the Catholic faith, such 
as God, Christ, the mystery of the Holy Spirit, the Virgin Mary and the Saints. Words against Catholic
moral values, usually of sexual nature, and against the Church and its members were also crimes under 
the jurisdiction of the Inquisition. E.C.A. MEA, A Inquisição de Coimbra, cit., pp. 601-617. M.L. BRAGA, 
A Inquisição nos Açores, cit., p. 229. 

18 Regimento da Inquisição, 1640, lv. III, tit. VIII, X, XI, XII, XIII. Regimento 1640, lv. III, tit. XIV, 
XXIV. Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, lv. III, tit. XI, XVII, XX. J. CARO BAROJA, Vidas mágicas e
Inquisición, Madrid 1967, II, pp. 172-186.

19 Jacobinism: reformist religious movement with origins among the Augustinian Hermits to 
fight corruption and indiscipline and to promote a more pious way of living and a closer observance
of the monastic rules. People advocating the ideas of the book Teses, Máximas, Exercícios e Observâncias
Espirituais da Jacobeia was accused of Jacobinism by the Inquisition. Secrecy:  religious movement with 
origins in the Southern Netherlands and France in the eighteenth century. Supporters defended that 
information relating to crimes disclosed during confession should be made public whenever
circumstances made it necessary. This crime came under the Inquisition�s jurisdiction in 1745. For 
further information about this subject see for example: L. CABRAL DE MONCADA, Mística e Racionalismo
em Portugal no século XVIII. Uma página de história religiosa e política, Coimbra 1952. A. PEREIRA DA SILVA, 
A questão do sigilismo em Portugal no século XVIII Braga 1964. Regimento, 1774, lv. III, tit. X, XVI. 

20 Regimento da Santa Inquisição, 1552, (hereafter cited as Regimento da Inquisição, 1552) in A. BAIÃO, 
A Inquisição em Portugal e no Brasil, cit., doc. 31, pp. 31-64, chaps. 2 and 5. 

21 Regimento da Inquisição, 1613, tit. I, chap. 2. 
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2.  CONFISCATION: INQUISITION VS THE STATE

According to the papal brief Cum ad nihil magis dating back to 1536, the 
Portuguese Inquisition was entitled to issue warrants to arrest suspects for crimes
of heresy and apostasy against the Catholic Church and order the seizure of their 
assets.22 These prerogatives were confirmed by King John III (1521-1557) in the 
first and second bylaws of the Portuguese Inquisition of 154123 and of 1552 as well 
as in the following Inquisition bylaws printed in 1613, 1640, and 1774. However, 
neither the papal brief nor the first three bylaws were very precise when listing the
crimes that incurred in the confiscation of property, referring to them generically as 
�crimes of heresy and apostasy.� 

2.1.  Crimes punishable with confiscation of property and indults 

As various other crimes came under the jurisdiction of the Inquisition,
dispositions concerning offences and forms of punishment became paramount. On
the one hand, the Edicts of Faith (Éditos da Fé), printed every year in the first
Sunday of Easter Celebrations by Inquisitorial order, and publically displayed in all 
convents and parishes, started to clearly outline who were the suspects of heresy 
and apostasy. Anyone baptised and accepted as a full member of the Church that 
would have abandoned the Catholic Faith to follow the �Law of Moses�, the �Law of
Mafamade and the Koran�, or any of the �sects of Luther, Calvin and any other 
heresiarchs� were regarded as suspects and should be denounced to the Inquisition
Courts.24 In addition, the bylaws of 1613, 1640 and 1774 started to define more 
clearly the crimes and circumstances in which suspects were to be arrested, tried 
and sentenced with confiscation of property. 

From the wide range of crimes under Inquisitorial jurisdiction only few were
punishable with confiscation of property. Catholics convicted for converting to
Judaism, Islamism, Calvinism, Lutheranism, or any other religious practices that
emerged during the Reformation were to be sentenced with confiscation.25 The 
same penalties were to be imposed to suspects found guilty of witchcraft,26

                                                          
22 Bula Cum ad nihil magis, in Corpo Diplomatico Portuguez, III, pp. 302-307. 
23 On the 1541 Regimento, see: E.C.A MEA, O Santo Ofício português � da legislação à prática, in Estudos 

de homenagem a João Francisco Marques, L.A. DE OLIVEIRA RAMOS, J. MARTINS RIBEIRO, A. POLÓNIA
eds., Porto 2001, II, pp. 165-174. See also: I.S. REVAH, Les marranes portugais et l�Inquisition au XVIe siécle, 
in Étude Portugaises, Paris 1975, III, pp. 136-207.

24 Edital da fé e monitório geral, in As Metamorfoses de um polvo. Religião e política nos Regimentos da 
Inquisição Portuguese (Séc. XVI-XIX), J.E. FRANCO, P. DE ASSUNCÃO eds., Lisboa 2004, pp. 381-382.

25 Regimento da Inquisição, 1552, tit. 3, chaps. 1-12 ; tit. 4, chaps. 1-11. Regimento da Inquisição, 1613, 
tit. 2, chap. 4; tit. 3, chap. 2, 3, 6; tit. 4, chaps. 27, 33, 57 ; tit. 5, chap. 8. Regimento da Inquisição, 1640, lv. 
2, tit. 2, chap. 18, tit. 18, chap. 3; tit. 19 chap. 7; lv. 3, tit. 1, chap. 1, 5; tit. 2, chap. 1; tit. 3, chap. 1; tit. 
4, chap. 7; tit. 6, chap. 2; tit. 26, chap. 3. Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, lv. 2, tit. 8, 9, 10, 11, 12; lv. 3, tit. 
2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 22, 23. 

26 In the 1774 Regimento, witchcraft was no longer listed as a �crime of heresy and apostasy�. 
However, other crimes were added to the list of heresies, including secrecy. Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, 
lv. 3, tit. 10, 16. 
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sodomy, challenges to the Holy Sacrament, the Altar and sacred images, as well as
authors and printers of �heretic� books. In contrast, individuals accused of simple
blasphemies, bigamy, solicitation in confession and all other crimes mentioned in
the previous section were not liable for confiscation.27  

There were, however, a few exceptions to these general rulings. Any suspects of
heresy and apostasy that would come before the Inquisition Court voluntarily
within thirty days after the announcement of the Edict of Faith, and confessed to
his/her crimes before they had been publically known and denounced by witnesses 
to the Court were excluded from confiscation.28 In the same fashion, foreigners
accused and tried for heresy and apostasy were not to have their assets confiscated. 
In addition, seizure and confiscation of property was only to take place whenever
there was more than one testimony against the suspects.29

The seizure and confiscation of property among suspects of heresy and
apostasy were also to be restrained, at least theoretically, by several legal documents
promulgated by the Papacy and the Portuguese Kings, the so-called General
Pardons (Perdões Gerais). These indults were mostly granted to the New Christians,30

one of the main groups targeted by the Inquisition, although they would also apply 
to the Old Christians. 

Most of these Papal and royal pardons suspended the confiscation of property
for a decade. These were often preceded or followed by other papal briefs ordering
the suspension of the inquisitorial trials for crimes of heresy and apostasy, as shown 
in Table 1. The last known papal pardon was issued by Pope Clemens X in 1674, 
who not only suspended the inquisitorial trials and confiscations, but brought to a 
halt all public ceremonies for punishing the sentenced, commonly referred to as
autos-de-fé. Only in August 1681 did the Portuguese Inquisition regain the papal 
permission to resume activities by intervention of Pope Innocence XI. Despite 
restrictions, however, the Portuguese Inquisitorial District Courts maintained their
operations.31

                                                          
27 Regimento da Inquisição, 1613, tit. 4, chap. 57. Regimento da Inquisição, 1640, lv. II, tit. I, § 8, 11, 17.

Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, lv. 3, tit. 12, 13, 14, 15, 17, 19, 20, 21. However, suspects of minor crimes 
such as blasphemies could be tried with confiscation of property if proven that they were heresiarchs
or had apostate on the Catholic Faith.

28 Regimento da Inquisição, 1552, chaps. 9-11. Regimento da Inquisição, 1613, tit. 2, chaps. 4-8. Regimento
da Inquisição, 1640, lv. 3, tit. 1, chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5, tit. IV, § 11. Regimento da Inquisição, 1774, lv. 3, tit. 1, 
chaps. 1-8. 

29 Regimento da Inquisição, 1613, tit. 3, chap. 12; tit. 4, chaps. 4-9. Regimento da Inquisição, 1640, lv. 2,
tit. 2, chap. 10 ; tit. 3, chap. 1-11 ; lv. 3, tit. 1, chaps. 2-3; tit. 7, chaps. 1-14; tit. 8, chaps. 1-2. 

30 New Christians were former Jewish forcefully converted to Catholicism in 1496 during the rule 
of King Manuel I (1495-1521). 

31 A.M. HOMEM LEAL DE FARIA, Uma �teima�: do confront de poderes ao malogro da reforma do Tribunal
do Santo Ofício. A suspensão da Inquisição portuguesa (1674-1681), in Inquisição Portuguesa: Tempo, Razão e 
Circunstância, L.F. BARRETO, et al eds., Lisboa-São Paulo 2007, pp. 77-105.
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Tab. 1  Suspension of  Confiscation by Papal and Royal Diplomas (1532-1674) 

Year Authority Issuing Diploma Type of Indult granted Period of 
Suspension 

1532 Pope Paul III Suspension of confiscation 10 years 

1535 Pope Paul III Suspension of trials Undetermined 

1544 Pope Paul III Suspension of trials Undetermined 

1547 Pope Paul III Suspension of confiscation 10 years 

1558 Regent of Portugal
(on behalf of King Sebastian I) Suspension of confiscation 10 years 

� King Sebastian I Suspension of confiscation 10 years 

1604 Pope Clemens VIII Suspension of confiscation & 
suspension of sentencing Undetermined 

1604 King Philip III (II of Portugal) Édito de Graça: Royal indult for 
confiscation in specific cases Undetermined 

1627 King Philip IV (III of 
Portugal) Édito de Graça Undetermined 

1649 King John IV Royal indult for confiscation in 
specific cases Undetermined 

1674 Pope Clemens X Suspension of sentences, trials 
and autos-de-fé Undetermined 

Sources: As Gavetas da Torre do Tombo, Lisboa 1960, I, pp. 33-85, 95-97, 128-133, 159-164, 174-179, 
181-192, 197-199, 202-212, 223-266, 269-273, 277-279, 295-308, 312-323, 339-343, 616-624, 629-631,
666-668, 670-674, 688-689, 701-707, 718-721, 728-733, 757-764, 909-915; II, p. 605; III, pp. 114-118, 
118-119, 119-126, 126-146, 147-153, 153-154, 161-164, 164-167, 175-178, 178-186, 197-198; IV, p. 
413; V, pp. 19-21; X, pp. 397-399, 513-514, 522, 624-628; XI, p. 212; XII, pp. 222-224. See also: 
Alvará de D. João IV sobre Companhia de Comércio e isenção do fisco, in J. L. DE AZEVEDO, História dos 
Cristãos-Novos Portugueses, Porto 1989, Appendix, doc. 19, pp. 477-480. 

The royal indults were conceived and issued with different goals. For instance,
the 1649 pardon issued by King John IV did not suspend confiscation. Instead, it 
offered New Christians willing to invest in a new State-sponsored commercial
company for trading with Brazil (Companhia Geral do Comércio do Brasil)32 guarantees
that in case they were to be arrested by the Inquisition, their possessions would be 
protected from confiscation by royal indult. In this specific case, the monarch used 
the indult as an insurance for the commercial groups that he was trying to attract
for the investment in the Brazil company. By presenting himself as the guarantee
for the protection of property rights, he hoped to bring to the fold of the state
investment a powerful group of private entrepreneurs.33 There is here clear
evidence that indults for confiscation of property were being used by the monarch 

                                                          
32 L.F. COSTA, O transporte no Atlântico e a Companhia Geral do Comércio do Brasil (1580-1663), I-II, 

Lisboa 2002.
33 EADEM, �Elite mercantil na Restauração: Para uma releitura, in Óptima Pars: Elites Ibero-Americanas do

Antigo Regime, N.G.F. MONTEIRO, P. CARDIM, M. SOARES DA CUNHA eds., Lisboa 2005, pp. 99-132;
EADEM, Impérios e grupos mercantis. Entre o Oriente e o Atlântico (século XVII), Lisboa 2002. 
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as a way to protect private assets invested in a State-sponsored economic venture 
from being confiscated at a time that the national and overseas economies needed a
financial boost to recover from the negative impact of the war with the Dutch
Republic both in the Atlantic and Asia, as part of the Thirty Years War (1618-
1648), and the on-going war with Spain (the Restoration War, 1640-1668). During 
the Habsburg rule over Portugal and the Empire, similar schemes had already been
used to stimulate private investment in the State Public Debt, as Marques de 
Almeida and Borges Coelho have argued.34

2.2.  The beginnings of Inquisitorial Confiscation 

The jurisdiction of the Portuguese Inquisition regarding confiscation and its
relationship with the State remained unregulated for the first forty years. The 1536 
papal brief and the 1541 and 1552 bylaws were very vague in matters concerning 
the confiscation process and the relationship between the inquisitorial bodies and
the royal judicial, financial and fiscal institutions.35 Therefore, and for the early
years, we know little about the cases of confiscation, the instances in which this rule
applied, who was to apply it and who was responsible for the property seizure,
maintenance and management.36  

Most of these questions also remain grossly overlooked by the historiography
on the Portuguese Inquisition. Beyond the contributions by Pereira, Cruz, and
Torres little is known about the relationship between the Inquisition and the State
in matters concerning the confiscation of property and management of finances.37

However, a closer inspection of the Inquisition bylaws, the Portuguese royal 
                                                          
34 A.A. MARQUES DE ALMEIDA, Dívida Pública: Técnicas e Práticas de Refinanciamento do Estado no

Período da União Ibérica, in A União Ibérica e o Mundo Atlântico, ed. M.G.M. VENTURA, Lisboa 1997, pp.
15-28. A. BORGES COELHO, Política, Dinheiro e Fé: Cristão-Novos e Judeus Portugueses no Tempo dos Filipes, in
�Cadernos de Estudos Sefarditas�, 1, 2001, pp. 101-130.

35 On financial matters, the 1552 bylaw only informs that in each Inquisition district Court, two 
Inquisition notaries were to be selected and appointed by the Senior Inquisitors to serve as chancellor 
(Tesoureiro da Inquisição) and accounting clerk (Escrivão do Tesoureiro da Inquisição). Together, they were 
responsible for managing and registering all revenues and expenses of the district court. Regimento da
Inquisição, 1552, chap. 2. 

36 In the 1552 bylaw, for instance, only two indirect and isolated mentions were made in chapters 
98 and 101. Chapter 98 specified that at time of arrest, the Inquisition sheriff (Meirinho da Inquisição) 
should make sure that suspects arrested carried with them linens, cash for victuals and other goods 
required for their daily life in jail. Whereas individuals with no assets should bring a certificate
attesting to their financial situation and required that the Inquisition District Court would provide for 
his/her expenses. References to suspects� property are again made in Chapter 101 where the 
Inquisition chancellor (Tesoureiro da Inquisição) and his accounting clerk were named responsible for 
making an inventory of assets carried by each suspect upon arrival at the Inquisition jail. Regimento da 
Inquisição, 1552, chaps. 98 and 101. 

37 Documentos para a História da Inquisição em Portugal, ed. I. DA R. PEREIRA Porto 1984. J.V. 
TORRES, A Vida Financeira do Conselho Geral do Santo Oficio da Inquisição (séculos XVI-XVIII), in �Notas
Económicas: Revista da Faculdade de Economia da Universidade de Coimbra�, 2, 1993, pp. 24-39.
M.L. GARCIA DA CRUZ, Relacões entre o poder real e a Inquisição (Sécs. XVI-XVII): fontes de renda, realidade 
social e política financeira, in Inquisição Portuguesa: Tempo, Razão e Circunstância, L.F. BARRETO, J.A.
MOURÃO, et al. eds., Lisboa-São Paulo 2007, pp. 107-141.
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ordinances,38 specific bylaws for the Royal Higher Court of Appeals (Casa da 
Suplicação), the Royal Supreme Court (Desembargo do Paço), the Exchequer (Conselho
da Fazenda), the Kingdom Accounting House (Casa dos Contos do Reino),39 and more 
importantly the bylaws for the Royal Confiscation Courts (Confisco Régio) provide us 
with a glimpse of this intricate system comprising multiple layers of shared 
jurisdictions.40

The first two documents to shed some light over the financial organisation of
the Inquisition, the confiscation of property for crimes of heresy and apostasy, and 
over the relationship between the Inquisition and various royal judicial, financial, 
and fiscal central institutions are the bylaws of the General Council (and its royal 
confirmation edict issued by King Sebastian (1557-1578), printed in 1570.41

According to these documents each inquisitorial district court was to have a
confiscation judge (Juíz do Fisco), a confiscation chancellor (Tesoureiro do Fisco), and 
one or more confiscation clerks (Escrivães do Juízo e do Tesoureiro do Fisco). These
officials were to be appointed by the Inquisitor-general, who had power to issue the
appointment certificates on his own name, exception made to the confiscation
judge and chancellor, who were appointed and supervised by the King and his 
council.42 The warrants to seize property were to be issued by the Inquisitors of
each district court. There were, however, a few exceptions. Warrants against
suspects of high social and economic stand, including members of the aristocracy,
wealthy businessmen, and high ranking clergymen, could not be issued and 
executed without consent and approval by the General Council and the Inquisitor-
general.43 The latter was also responsible for overseeing the entire confiscation 
process, and monitoring the activities of the confiscation officials. In addition, the

                                                          
38 Ordenações Manuelinas, ed. M. ALMEIDA COSTA, I-V, Lisboa 1984. IDEM, Ordenações Filipinas, I-

III, Lisboa 1985. 
39 M. DE ALBUQUERQUE, O Regimento Quatrocentista da Casa da Suplicação, Paris 1982. Regimento da

Casa da Suplicação, in Systema ou Coleccão de Regimentos Reaes, ed. J.R.M. CAMPOS COELHO E SOISA, Lisboa 
1789, vol. 1, t. 1. J.M. LOUZADA LOPES SUBTIL, O desembargo do Paço, 1750-1833, Lisboa 2000. EADEM, 
A administração central da Coroa, in História de Portugal, ed. J. MATTOSO, Lisboa 1993, IV, pp. 78-90.
EADEM, �Governo e administração, in Ibid., V, pp. 157-203. M. DO R. SILVA RODRIGUES, M.C. PEREIRA, et
al eds., Desembargo do Paço: Inventário, Lisboa 2000. O Conselho da Fazenda: Inventário e estudo Institucional, 
Lisboa 1995 (Arquivo Nacional/Torre do Tombo,). M.L. GARCÍA DA CRUZ, A governacão de D. João III:
a Fazenda real e os seus Vedores, Lisboa 2001. V. RAÚ, A Casa dos Contos, Coimbra 1951. Os três mais 
antigos regimentos dos contos, ed. EADEM, Lisboa 1959. 

40 Regimento dos Juízes das Confiscações, in Documentos para a História da Inquisição em Portugal, pp. 84-91
(hereafter ctied as �Regimento dos Juízes das Confiscações, 1572). Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações pelo crime de
Heresia, e Apostasia, in Systema ou Coleccão de Regimentos Reaes, III, pp. 196-219 (hereafter cited as
Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620). 

41 The 1570 bylaw is approved and confirmed by an Edict by King Sebastião I, where the
monarch urges �the mayor of the Higher Court of Appeals (Regedor da Casa da Suplicação), the governor
of the High Civil Court (Governador da Casa do Cível), the magistrates, auditors, judges of all royal courts 
(Desembargadores, Corregedores, Ouvidores, Juízes), local justices and all subjects of his Kingdom and 
domains to comply and follow the aforementioned bylaw. 1570-03-15: Traslado do Álvara d�El-Rei Som
Sebastião por que confirmou o Regimento do Conselho Geral quanto ao que toca ao Fisco Real, in As Metamorfoses de
um Polvo, cit., p. 145. See also: Regimento do Conselho Geral do Santo Ofício, in Ibid., pp. 137-145.

42 Regimento do Conselho Geral, 1570, chap. 27. 
43 Ibid., chaps. 17 and 20. 
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Inquisitor-general was granted permission to issue letters on behalf of the King 
ordering local authorities not to interfere with matters relating to the confiscation
of property.44

The wide jurisdiction of the Inquisitor-general and the General Council over 
matters of confiscation were also evident on their interference on appeals and
disposal of revenues generated by the confiscation. Appeals against the
Confiscation Judges� rulings were to be assessed and decided upon by the General
Council,45 whereas the Inquisitor-general was authorised to dispose of  the income 
of the confiscations to cover expenses of the Inquisition with:46

a) Payment of salaries of Inquisition officials, serving in the General Council
and the Inquisition district courts;

b) Payment of wages to the confiscation judges, chancellors and dependent 
staff;

c) Payment of allowances (Mercês) to officials for services rendered to the
Inquisition; 

d) Support the costs of building and repairing court houses and jails;
e) Pay for the expenses made to maintain the suspects;
f) Support the costs associated with the judicial procedure; 
g) Grant subsidies to the decedents or heirs of suspects condemned in the 

loss of their assets to  prevent their fall into extreme poverty.47

The remaining funds were to be handed over to the king, and used for the 
maintenance and management of the Portuguese forts in the North of Africa.48  

These legal texts clearly granted the Inquisitor-general and the General Council 
a wide jurisdiction on the entire confiscation process. However, these affairs did 
not stay long in the hands of the high ranking officials of the Portuguese 
Inquisition. 

2.3.  The rise of State intervention in the confiscation process 

The bylaw for the Confiscation judges (Regimento dos Juízes das Confiscacões) 
printed in 1572 and its subsequent form printed in 1620 by orders of King Philip 
III (1598-1620) regulated the jurisdiction of these officials, their modus operandi, and 
their relationship with the inquisitorial bodies and courts and the royal institutions

                                                          
44 Ibid., chap. 26. 
45 Ibid., chap. 13. 
46 Ibid., chap. 28. 
47 To prevent the heirs of the evicted for crimes of heresy and apostasy condemned with loss of

their assets from falling into extreme poverty, on the occasion of the auto-de-fé the district Inquisitors
should request from the confiscation judges to gather information about their children, their living 
conditions and their social status. This information should then be sent to the Inquisitor-general and 
the General Council for evaluation. If it was proven that the heirs were in need of aid, these cases
should be brought to the attention of the Judge of the Orphans (Juíz dos Órfãos), serving in their area 
of residence, so that he could act upon it Ibid., chap. 29.

48 Ibid., chap. 28. 
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for the coming three centuries.49 Both legal documents show a clear attempt at
reclaiming the State�s authority over the ethos and the praxis of confiscation officials,
reflecting a broader process of State centralization common to other Early Modern
states, with a clear increase in the royal needs for revenues to pay for the maritime
expansion overseas and warfare.50  

2.3.1.  Confiscation courts: jurisdiction and staff

According to the 1620 bylaw, there were three main Confiscation Courts for 
the crimes of heresy and apostasy. They were based in the three largest Portuguese
cities, namely Lisbon, Coimbra and Évora that also housed the Inquisition District
Courts. The territorial jurisdiction of the Confiscation Courts was identical to the 
one held by the Inquisition district Courts, as described earlier. From a judicial view
point, however, they fell under the authority of the Higher Court of Appeals, and 
ultimately under the rule of the Mayor of Royal Justice (Regedor da Justiça Régia) and
the King. The courts were also partially bond to the Royal Supreme Court, given 
the interference of magistrates (Desembargadores) from this judicial body in the final
decision of appeals concerning confiscation matters, as we will explain below. 
These regulations contrast clearly with the dispositions of 1570 according to which 
most of these duties were to be fulfilled by the General Council. 

From a financial point of view, the Confiscation Courts were under the
supervising authority of the Exchequer and the Kingdom Accounting House, since
senior officials from these two institutions were to audit the accountings of each
confiscation court, as represented in Im. 2. Each Confiscation Court was headed by 
a judge and a chancellor supported by various auxiliaries as was the case of clerks, 
attorneys and door-keepers. According to the bylaws, neither the judges, nor the 
chancellors could be of Moorish or Jewish descent. They had to be educated, 
trustworthy and directly appointed by the King.51 Once again, we find a clear 
attempt on the part of the King to set aside the Inquisitor-general on the selection
and appointment of the confiscation bureaucrats.  

Together, these officials were responsible for the entire confiscation process,
comprising of four main stages: the seizure of property upon arrest of the suspect,
the management and administration of assets while suspects awaited trial in jail, the
appreciation of appeals from heirs or other parties with interest in the properties
seized, and finally the execution of the confiscated assets immediately after trial.

                                                          
49 INSTITUTO DOS ARQUIVOS NACIONAIS/TORRE DO TOMBO (IAN/TT), Manuscritos da Livraria, 

no. 1534, fls. 19-27: 1572-07-26: Regimento dos Juízes das Confiscacões, in Documentos para a Historia da 
Inquisição em Portugal, ed. I. DA R. PEREIRA, Lisboa 1987, pp. 84-91. 

50 For further details on the process of State consolidation in Portugal, see: A.M. HESPANHA, As 
Vésperas do Leviathan: Instituições e Poder Político em Portugal � séc. XVII, I, Rio de Mouro 1986. 

51 Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chap. 1. 
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Im. 2 State Institutions with Jurisdiction on Confiscation of  Property, 16th century� 1833 

Sources: For the Supreme Court (Desembargo do Paço): J. SUBTIL, O Desembargo do Paço, 1750-1833, Lis-
boa 1994; M. DO R. SILVA RODRIGUES, M. PEREIRA et al, Desembargo do Paço: Inventário, Lisboa 2000.
For the High Court of Appeals (Casa da Suplicação): Regimento da Casa da Suplicação, in Systema ou Colecção
de Regimentos Reaes, I, Lisboa 1789; M. DE ALBUQUERQUE, O Regimento Quatrocentista da Casa da Suplicaç-
ão, Paris 1982; IDEM, Para a História da Legislação e Jurisprudência em Portugal, Coimbra 1983. For the
Kingdom Accounting House (Casa dos Contos): V. RAÚ, A Casa dos Contos, Coimbra 1951; Os três mais
antigos Regimentos dos Contos, ed. EADEM, Lisboa 1959; Contos, Casa dos in Dicionário de História de Portugal, 
Porto 1981, II, pp. 174-175; Erário Régio, in Ibid., II, pp. 411-412. For the Exchequer or Treasury
Council (Conselho da Fazenda): O Conselho da Fazenda: Inventário e Estudo Institucional, cit.; A.M. 
HESPANHA, As Vésperas do Leviathan: Instituições e Poder Político em Portugal � séc. XVII, I, Rio de Mouro 
1986; Fazenda, Conselho da, in Dicionário de História de Portugal, II, pp. 407-408; Vedores da Fazenda, in
Ibid., VI, pp. 261-262. For the Confiscation Court (Juízo das Confiscações): Regimento do Juízo das 
Confiscações pelo crime de heresia e apostasia, in Systema ou Colecção de Regimentos Reaes, Lisboa 1789, III, pp. 
196-219.

2.3.2.  Modus Operandi: inventory, administration and disposal of property

The process of confiscation started with a warrant to arrest a suspect and seize
his/her property. Usually, the order would be issued by one of the Inquisition
district Courts. The Inquisition sheriff (Meirinho da Inquisição), or another official of
the district court would carry out the order, travelling to the suspect�s home to
consummate the arrest and take hold of the house keys. In the meantime, the
District Inquisitors should inform the confiscation Court about the occurrence,
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while the Inquisition sheriff should demand the presence of the confiscation judge, 
clerk and notary at the suspect�s home.52   

The presence of these officials was essential to move the process forward both
on matters concerning the arrest of the suspect and the confiscation of his/her
property. Firstly, because the Inquisition sheriff should hand over the house keys to 
the confiscation judge effectively transferring the process from the hands of the 
Inquisition into the hands of the State. Secondly, the former should request from
the latter permission to take from the house a few items so that the suspect might 
enjoy some comfort during his/her stay at the Inquisition jail, as was the case of
clothes, linens and some personal items. The confiscation judge, on his own right,
should issue a short inventory and certificate of all belongings taken by the suspect
to be handed over by the sheriff to the mayor of the Inquisition district jail (Alcaide 
do Cárcere da Inquisição) and the Inquisition district chancellor, in an attempt to avoid 
any possible bribery by the prisoner to the official that had arrested him/her in the
first place.53  

Once these matters were settled, the confiscation judge and his staff could start 
the inventory54 of the suspect�s property.55 To carry out this inventory, the judge 
could request the support of local representatives of the royal justice.56 The final list
was to be made by the confiscation clerk in the presence of the judge, the 

                                                          
52 If at the time of arrest the Confiscation Judge was not available, or if the suspect�s home was

located outside his area of jurisdiction, the sheriff should then request the presence of a royal judicial
official and their respective clerks to take responsibility over the matters concerning confiscation. 
Usually, these tasks were performed by the local judicial superintendent (corregedor) or a judge (Juíz de
Fora). In no circumstances should the Inquisition sheriff (or his substitute) arrest the suspect and leave
his/her home before any of these royal officials arrived. Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chaps. 
2, 4, and 5, p. 198 

53 When suspects arrested had no assets or cash to take with them to prison, confiscation 
officials were to issue a statement attesting the suspect�s financial situation. Like in the case above, the 
document was to be presented to the mayor of the Inquisition jail and brought to the attention of the
chancellor, so that measures could be taken to provide for the expenses of these �poor prisoners�
(presos pobres). Ibid., chap. 9, p. 200. See also the Inquisition Regimentos printed in 1613, 1640, and 1774.  

54 Before starting the inventory, the confiscation judge should enquire the District Inquisitors
about the exact date when the crimes of heresy and apostasy took place. This information was crucial
since only assets possessed and acquired by the time of the crime were to be seized and potentially be
confiscated after trial. Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chap. 33, pp. 210-211. 

55 A few days after the arrest, the District Inquisitors should also question the suspect on matters
concerning his/her property and make a parallel inventory of all his/her assets, debts and credits. A
copy of this enquiry was to be made and sent to the Confiscation District Court for comparison with
the inventory by the confiscation officials in the house. This procedure had three main purposes: a) 
make sure no property was left out of the inventory; b) have an accurate list of all individuals involved 
with the property of the suspect; and c) prevent the use of fake legal, commercial and financial
documents by the suspects granting their property to third parties as a scheme to avoid having it
confiscated by the State. In addition, by making this inventory with the suspect the Inquisitors would 
also have a better grasp his/her financial situation, providing better insights on what could be
demanded from the Confiscation Court to cover expenses, as we will explain in more detail further. 
Ibid., chaps. 16-17, pp. 203-204. See also the Inquisition Regimentos printed in 1613, 1640, and 1774. 

56 If demanded, auditors (Ouvidores), judges (Juízes), sheriffs (Meirinhos) and mayors (Alcaides) as
well as their guards were to be present and/or accompany the Confiscation judge to the locations
where seizure was to take place. Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações,� 1620, chap. 50, p. 216. 
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chancellor, his clerk, a notary, an attorney or a representative of the suspect, and at
least two witnesses. The record would be divided into two main sections: the first
dedicated to the real estate (unmovable property), and the second to the liquid 
assets. The former should therefore have detailed information concerning the real
estate owned, rented and leased by the suspect, including location, parish,
geographical delimitations, descriptions of the properties, and a list of accounting
books used for their administration. The latter section should contain the 
investments in other businesses, such as trade, finance, insurance, including the
debts, credits, collaterals (given by third parties as guarantees for loans), with a list
of their beneficiaries. The listing of unmovable and movable assets should still be
accompanied by the enrollment of all relevant accounting books, related documents
and notary deeds. All precious stones, gold and silver pieces were also listed in the
latter section with detailed information on their weight, market value and brief
description of their appearance.57 Finally, the inventory would also include a list of
all books and other writings (printed or handwritten) owned by the suspect and 
listed in the Inquisition Index of forbidden books.58 While the inventory was 
underway all money chests, safe boxes with paper work and accounting books
would be sealed, locked and kept under the guardianship of the confiscation
chancellor.59  

While books and writings were to be sent to the Inquisition District Court in
charge of the case, all accounting books, liquid assets and real estate were to be kept
under the jurisdiction of the Confiscation Court and entrusted to the chancellor.
He was to manage the real estate and the businesses, and safely keep all movables 
in �secured houses provided by the King�, and kept at the expenses of the
Treasury.60 In order to keep his administration in good order, the chancellor was to 
have two accounting books. In the first book, he should make a detailed
registration of all movable and liquid assets, real estate, interests, rents, allowances
and documents in general. These items should be organised under separate files. In
the second book, the chancellor should register all expenses and revenues from 
properties, businesses, or any other items owned by the suspect. The second book
and the liquid assets were to be locked in the money chest of the confiscation 
district court and remain there.61  

If a significant part of the assets that were confiscated were unmovable, one
may question the way in which the seized property was managed by the 
confiscation district court while the suspect awaited trial. Real estate properties
were to be rented out, whereas perishables were to be sold, as summarised in Table 
2. This should take place in public auctions under the watchful eye of the judge,

                                                          
57 Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chap. 2, pp. 197-198; chap. 7, pp. 199-200. 
58 Ibid., chap. 6, p. 199.
59 Ibid., chap. 20, p. 250. See also: ibidem, chap. 40, p. 213.
60 According to the 1620 bylaw in previous times, cash and movables seized from the suspect 

and his/her family were often kept in the hands and house of the confiscation chancellor, resulting 
sometimes in the loss of property either for the Royal Treasury for the suspect. This bylaw aimed at 
reforming this practise. Ibid., chap. 8, p. 200. See also: chap. 31, p. 210.  

61 Ibid., chap. 10, p. 200. 
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chancellor and clerks. The revenue of the auctions should be safely kept as
described above. As for the rents, the chancellor and his clerk were responsible for
their collection and registration in the second accounting book. Here, values of the 
payments and due dates were to be recorded in detail. A list of the real estate with
information about location and revenues should also be provided by the chancellor 
to the Exchequer.62

Once the inventory was finished, the confiscation judge should announce
publicly that the suspect had been arrested by the Inquisition and he/she had had
his/her property confiscated so that anyone that might have had business with the 
suspect might come forward and make legal prove of contractual agreements. 
Those contractual agreements would then become the basis for the petitioning to
the confiscation court to solve all pending issues concerning debts, credits,
mortgages, loans and collaterals. 

Debts, credits and annuities for mortgages due to the suspect were to be paid 
by the confiscation chancellor according to terms previously settled, whereas
collaterals given earlier as guarantee for loans were to be returned to their owners
(see Table 2). However, this would apply only to objects of minor value. Valuable
items could not be given away without consulting with the Inquisitor-general and 
the General Council.63 In contrast, individuals awaiting payment from debts and 
loans made by the suspect in the past would have to petition the confiscation court
to receive payment or an equivalent value in assets from the suspect�s property. A
specific period of time would be set by the judge for this purpose. However, no
decision was to be taken by the confiscation judge and his advisers (Adjuntos) 
before the suspect was tried by the Inquisition district court and condemned (or 
not) to the loss of property to the State�s Treasury, as we will explain bellow.64

In no circumstances should the chancellor dispose of any seized property or
cash, without explicit permission of the confiscation judge. Neither could the
chancellor hand over the administration of the seized property to trustees or to
representatives and relatives of the suspect. Both actions could result in
imprisonment and other penalties.65 This measure shows a clear break with earlier 
legislation dating from 1570 that allowed the confiscation judge and chancellor to 
hand over to private individuals the burden of safely keeping and managing the 
arrested assets. This evidence shows again the efforts of the State to tighten its 
control over seized property, regarded as a potential source of revenue. 

                                                          
62 Ibid., chaps. 11-12, p. 201. 
63 Ibid., chaps. 18-19, p. 204. 
64 Ibid., chaps. 24-26, pp. 206-207.
65 Ibid., chap. 14, p. 202. 
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Tab. 2  Types of  property and use of  private assets by the Portuguese Crown during 
seizure and after confiscation for Crimes of  Heresy and Apostasy tried by the 

Inquisition Courts 

Types of Property Use during Seizure
Uses after 
confiscation

Real 
Estate 

Land Leased out* Auctioned/Leased out 

Houses Leased out* Auctioned/Leased out 

Movables 

Cash Safely kept*
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Collaterals (from third parties) Returned to parties ---

Financial 
Assets 

Allowances 
(Pensões)

Collected*
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Bills of 
Exchange

Collected
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Credits Collected
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Debts 
Parties may present 
claims

Payment to parties

Interests Collected*
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Rents (foros) Collected*
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Jewellery, precious metals & 
stones

Safely kept* Auctioned 

Perishable Goods Sold 
Cashed by the 
Exchequer

Accounting Books Safely kept* ---

Sources: Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620. Observations: * Cash, jewellery, precious metals and 
stones, as well as allowances, rents and interests could be sold by the Confiscation chancellor, with 
permission of the Judge, to cover daily expenses of the suspect while awaiting trial. The money would 
be provided to the Inquisition Chancellor at the discretion of the Confiscation Judge and on request 
of the Inquisition Courts and/or General Council.

In no circumstances should the chancellor dispose of any seized property or
cash, without explicit permission of the confiscation judge. Neither could the
chancellor hand over the administration of the seized property to trustees or to
representatives and relatives of the suspect. Both actions could result in
imprisonment and other penalties.66 This measure shows a clear break with earlier 

                                                          
66 Ibid., chap. 14, p. 202. 
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legislation dating from 1570 that allowed the confiscation judge and chancellor to 
hand over to private individuals the burden of safe keeping and managing the
arrested assets. This evidence shows again the efforts of the State to tighten its 
control over the seized property, regarded as a potential source of revenue.

According to the 1620 bylaw, the confiscation court could still resort to the 
scheme of private administration of seized property in a few exceptional situations, 
such as: 

a) whenever suspects were arrested far away from the city where the 
Inquisition district court and the confiscation court had their headquarters;

b) whenever suspects� property was located in isolated places and
consequently confiscation officials could not quickly and comfortably 
access the location. In these cases, the confiscation judge could grant local 
high ranking royal judicial officials the right to take possession of these 
assets and make the inventory on behalf of the State. 

When the inventory was made by local officials, the inventory should have two
copies, one to be sent to the confiscation district court and the other copy to be 
handed over to the appointed guardian (Depositário dos bens) or trustee of the seized
property. The guardian was to be �a wealthy, safe and trustworthy person� without 
New Christian ancestry or family ties to the suspect. In the 1620 Confiscation 
Court bylaw, this was regarded as a last resort and ideally the guardian should only 
keep the property during the time needed for the confiscation chancellor to reach 
the remote location and take hold of the property on behalf of the State.67   

There were also at least two other circumstances in which seized property could 
be granted to third parties for administration:

a) whenever the suspect had a family, some assets of little value should be left
for the provision of the family. In general, these assets did not exceed the
value of 40,000$000 réis  

b) whenever proven that the volume of business generated substantial profits
to pay for the daily expenses of the family the property seized could also be 
granted to private management (usually to family members and/or business 
partners). However, resolutions in these cases could not be taken by the
confiscation judge without consulting with the Inquisitor-general.68

The trial of suspects by the Inquisition district courts triggered the last stage of
the confiscation process: the execution of property.69 This last stage was divided in 
four main moments. Firstly, the confiscation judge should enquire about the marital
status of the sentenced. Information about the matrimony was essential before
starting final confiscation, since according to the general laws of the Kingdom the
sentenced was entitled only to half of the partner�s property at the time of the 

                                                          
67 Ibid., chaps. 13-14, pp. 201-202.
68 Ibid., chap. 21, p. 205 
69 Suspects found innocent should get back all assets that have been seized and under the 

administration of the Confiscation chancellor while they were arrested. Restitution should be done
accordingly to the inventories made at time of arrest and the accounting books of the chancellor. Ibid., 
chap. 23, p. 206. 
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marriage as well as half of all assets acquired afterwards. From a legal point of view, 
only the part held by the sentenced was to be lost for the Royal Treasury.70  

Secondly, the confiscation chancellor should require the judge to publicly
announce that the condemned had been sentenced to confiscation of property by 
the State. This public announcement allowed those who had came forward earlier 
claiming and petitioning for part of the assets to the confiscation court to obtain
compensation for debts and loans made in the past. In the case of appeal, the
confiscation judge in assembly with a selected number of senior magistrates was 
forced to consider the matter. In the case of the Lisbon Confiscation Court, the
judge was to deliberate on these cases together with a group of magistrates 
(Adjuntos) from the Royal Supreme Court and the Higher Court of Appeals, 
appointed by the Mayor of Royal Justice from a short-list provided personally by
the King.71  

In the same manner if the judge received valid petitions or claims at the time of
the execution of the property on behalf of wives, children and heirs of the evicted, 
or by any other party, they should be seriously considered by the judge and his
advisers, and if found within their rights, the parties should be paid
compensations.72  

Thirdly, assets kept and managed by trustees were to be handed over to the
confiscation court at this stage so that the officials could proceed with the 
liquidation. In case the trustees refused to return property, were unable to do so, or
handed over damaged assets, confiscation officials were entitled to deduct an
equivalent value from the trustees� own property.73

Finally, once all these matters were solved to the satisfaction of all parties, the
execution of property could take place.74 The judge should start by marketing the 
list of goods to be sold at public auction, as summarised in Table 2. The real estate
property would be advertised during thirty days, while other assets only ten days.
After this period they were to be sold in auction to the highest bidder. The
announcements and auctions were carried out by the clerk and the doorkeeper 
under the supervision of the chancellor and the attorney.75 These officials should

                                                          
70 Ibid., chap. 52, p. 217. 
71 In Coimbra, the Confiscation Judge was to deliberate with the local judicial superintendent, the

district General Accountant (Provedor), the local royal judge (Juíz de Fora), a Lecturer in Law (Lente) 
from the University of Coimbra, and a member of the St. Paul�s College (Colegial do Colégio de São
Paulo). All officials were appointed by the King. In Évora one could not find the same type of people
because of a �lack of letrados (highly educated officials). Therefore, the judge would proceed alone. 
However, parties could appeal from his resolutions to the Lisbon Confiscation Court, while in the
Courts of Lisbon and Coimbra no further appeals were allowed. Ibid., chaps. 24-25, pp. 206-207. See
also: Ibid., chaps. 34-25, p. 211. 

72 Ibid., chap. 26, p. 207. 
73 Ibid., chap. 20, p. 209. 
74 Assets concerning claims and petitions still pending should not be sold, before it was definitely 

proven they belonged to the evicted. Ibid., chap. 29, p. 209. 
75 If the property was located in places far away from the Inquisition and the Confiscation

Courts� Houses and the confiscation judge was unable to take care of the execution of property 
personally, he should appoint the highest representative of the royal justice to replace him. In no
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make sure that in no circumstance the confiscated property would be returned to
the hands of relatives of the condemned, through third parties acting as their
representatives in the public auction. They should also prevent powerful landlords, 
local authorities and judicial officials from purchasing these assets, including 
members of the confiscation and the Inquisition courts.76 If no buyers were to be 
found, properties would be leased out also through public auction. All rented assets
should be listed in a book kept by the confiscation chancellor, who was also 
responsible for their collection and accounting.77  

After the execution of property, the confiscation judge should register all the 
transactions and profits made during the auction. The registration should be made
in a separate accounting book that was to be kept by the chancellor and his clerk.
This would be the last step in the entire process of seizure and confiscation of 
property for crimes of heresy and apostasy - a process triggered by the Inquisition
in the name of the Lord, but carried out by royal officials in the name of the King. 

The costs generated by the entire process of inventory, seizure, administration,
and liquidation of property were to be deducted from the revenues of the 
confiscations. In the case of suspects found innocent at the end of their trial, the 
costs associated with the seizure of their property were to be deducted from the 
revenues of the confiscation courts.78

2.4.  State�s confiscation and Inquisition finances 

Although seized and confiscated assets from suspects of heresy and apostasy
remained in the control of the State, this did not mean that the highest bodies and 
the district courts of the Portuguese Inquisition did not benefit partially from the 
process. So, in which circumstances were confiscation officials and other royal 
financial institutions entitled to hand over cash or property seized and confiscated 
to the Inquisition courts? 

On the one hand, during seizure of property, officials were authorised to grant
the Inquisition district courts allowances for the daily expenses of prisoners, as 
follows. Suspects with property (seized or not) that were classified by the
Inquisitors as �wealthy prisoners� (presos ricos) had to pay for their own expenses
while in jail. If the property had not been seized at the time of arrest, it was up to 
the suspect�s relatives or representatives to cover these costs. In cases where seizure
of property had taken place, the Inquisitors would have to request from the
confiscation judge and chancellor money or assets to pay for these expenses. To 
satisfy these requests, officials were entitled to dispose of cash owned by the
suspect. In case no cash was available, they were also authorized to sell small items
and (if necessary) real estate. A register of all cash spent for these purposes should

                                                          
circumstances should the judge grant this power to the municipal judges, because, according to the 
bylaw  �they are untrustworthy to carry out these auctions�. Ibid., chap. 28, p. 209. 

76 Ibid., chap. 27, pp. 207-208. See also: Ibid., chap. 36, p. 211. See also the Inquisition Regimentos
printed in 1613, 1640, and 1774.

77 Ibid., chap. 27, pp. 207-208. 
78 Ibid., chap. 37, p. 212. 
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be kept, whereas the Inquisition district chancellor should keep notice of all cash 
handed in and to what prisoner it belonged.79

On the other hand, during confiscation, real estate property and other assets
(including rents and leasings) considered by the confiscation officials as being of
high value and profitability should be brought to the attention of the Exchequer 
and the King before any action would be taken. In these cases, the King and the 
Exchequer were to decide what to do with the property. If real estate properties 
could generate revenues without major expenses, the King could and did (in some
occasions) grant them to the Inquisition, as a way to increase the courts� revenues 
and simultaneously reduce the allowances and extraordinary subsidies regularly 
provided by the State to cover inquisitorial expenses.80 The revenue generated by 
properties donated to the Inquisition was collected directly by the Inquisition 
chancellor. However, the rents from leasing confiscated property were to be
gathered by the Confiscation chancellor and later transferred in value to the 
Inquisition chancellor.81

In brief, it was up to the State to determine what assets or values from the
confiscation were to be granted to the Inquisition, either while suspects awaited 
trial or afterwards. In practice, the Inquisition Courts had petition to the Royal
Confiscation Courts for cash or assets to cover the daily expenses of suspects. In
addition, the State kept control over appeals in matters regarding confiscation of 
property by individuals tried by the Inquisition district courts, whereas the 
Inquisition, more precisely, the General Council and the Inquisitor-general only 
deliberated on appeals concerning other penalties imposed by the Inquisition
district courts, such as exile, spiritual penalties and monetary fines, as summarised 
in Im. 3. Thus, throughout the Early Modern Period, the Portuguese State not only 
expanded its control over the entire process of seizure, confiscation and execution 
of private property for crimes of heresy and apostasy, but also took measures to
restrict the intervention of the Inquisitor-general, the General Council and the 
Inquisition district courts in the whole process.

                                                          
79 Ibid., chap. 15, p. 203. The expenses of prisoners with no assets, the so-called �poor prisoners�

were to be paid by the Inquisition District Court, although Inquisitors could request financial support 
from the Exchequer. See also the Inquisition Regimentos printed in 1613, 1640, and 1774. 

80 L. DE AZEVEDO, História dos Cristãos-Novos Portugueses, cit., pp. 129, 278, 476-477. See also: 
IAN/TT, Conselho Geral do Santo Ofício, Livros de Consultas, no. 1364: 1594-05-14: Consulta ao Conselho; 
1594-07-16: Consulta ao Conselho; 1594-08-12: Consulta ao Conselho. 

81 Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chap. 27, pp. 207-208.
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Im. 3  Inquisition versus State: Jurisdiction on property arrested and confiscated 

Sources: Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620. 
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The 1620 bylaw issued by King Philip IV clearly shows on the one hand the 
ambitions of the State to increase its power over assets of private individuals seized 
(and later confiscated) for crimes of heresy and apostasy under the jurisdiction of
the Inquisition. This expansion was clearly another manifestation of State growing
power and ambition to control its subjects. On the other hand, these reforms aimed 
at reducing the interference of the Inquisition district Courts and higher bodies, in
particular the Inquisitor-general in the seizure and confiscation process. The reform
of the bylaw also seems to have been guided by an ambition to increase control
over State officials and multiple forms of what we would classify today as 
corruption and nepotism. These two phenomena are however beyond the scope of
this paper and therefore we shall not analyse them here.82 Finally, these reforms 
also show the ambition of the State to get hold of multiple forms of revenue and 
assets83, which come exactly at a time when expenditure at home and overseas was 
mounting and sources of income overseas were decreasing. 

To which extent was the ambition of the State to keep a strong hand over the
confiscation process and the confiscated property driven by economic reasons? 
How were these measures related to the financial situation of Portugal and the
Empire? These are some of the questions under scrutiny in the following and final
section of this paper.

3.  CONFISCATION OUTPUT: THE LISBON COURT

When evaluating the trial papers of the Lisbon Inquisition since its creation in
the sixteenth century until its extinction in the nineteenth century, we came across
18.383 records. These trial records contain the diligences of the Inquisition in the 
specific cases of suspects that were arrested, taken in for questioning and sentenced 
by the court. In these procedures there are personal references to the suspect, the
report of the interrogations and the sentences passed on the accused, including if
assets were to be seized or not. Of the total trial records, the great majority did not
involved any confiscation of property. Only about one quarter of the total
individuals brought to trial by the Lisbon Court were actually forced to render their 
assets to the inquisitorial court and the officers of the King (see Graph 1).

                                                          
82 On these matters, see for instance: Regimento do Juízo das Confiscações, 1620, chaps. 41-44, pp.

211-215. See also: Ibid., chap. 36, p. 211. 
83 Chapter 51 in the 1620 bylaw for the Confiscations Court deals in particular with doubts that 

had been raised in the past concerning the seizure and confiscation of various forms of property
owned by the evicted, such as leasing of land (prazos), slaves, and so on. Confiscation officials were
provided with new guidelines on how to proceed in these specific matters after consultation with the
magistrates of the Inquisition General Council and the magistrates of the Royal Supreme Court. Ibid., 
1620, chaps. 51-54, pp. 216-217.
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Graph 1  Confiscation of  property in the trial records of  the Lisbon Inquisition, 
1530-1821  

Sources: IAN/TT, Inquisição de Lisboa, Processos 1 to 18383. 

Since the court of Lisbon had a broad jurisdiction over the Portuguese Atlantic
colonies, and in specific cases even over the cases already tried within the
Inquisition of Goa, it is interesting to ascertain that of the total cases in which 
property was seized, the overwhelming majority belonged to suspects living in the
Lisbon jurisdiction in continental Portugal. Imperial confiscations represented little
more than 10% of the total trial records in which the seizure of property had
become part of the sentencing (see Graph 2).

Even though confiscation of assets in the colonies seems to have been by far
less forthcoming than in the continent, there were significant differences in the
incidence of this phenomena in the different colonies. Brazil took the heaviest
blunt of the inquisitorial confiscations, followed by the Archipelagos of Madeira 
and Azores. The African colonies and settlements as well as the appeal cases 
concerning the Inquisition of Goa were almost insignificant (see Graph 3).
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Graph 2  Confiscation of  property per territories in the Lisbon Inquisition records, 
1530-1821  

Sources: Ibidem. 

Graph 3 Confiscation of  property per Territories in the Lisbon Inquisition records, 
1530-1821 

Source: Ibidem. 
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The information contained in graphs 1 through 3 show that most of the victims 
that fell prey of the Lisbon Inquisition did not lose their property either found 
guilty or innocent. This apparent leniency may be interpreted in two ways. On the
one hand, it is possible that the Lisbon Court would specifically target the suspects 
that had substantial possessions, leaving the assets of the overwhelming majority
untouched. On the other hand, it is possible that most of the suspects brought to
trial before the Holly Office were not necessarily wealthy  and therefore the setting 
off the confiscatory process would simply cost more than the possible profits to be
gained. 

A second important set of evidence is that the court was more willing to 
confiscate assets within the metropolitan jurisdiction than in the colonial setting. 
This willingness can be better interpreted if we consider the obstacles imposed by 
the factor distance that must have hindered the efficiency and assertiveness of the 
court outside the metropolis. With an imperial jurisdiction stretching to three
continents and several islands, the process of arresting, interrogating, sentencing
and seizing property of suspects must have been a daunting task. 

Even though the obstacles seem to have been great, they were certainly not
insurmountable. In the colonies (Brazil and the Atlantic Islands), the Inquisition 
and the central state were able to build a fairly efficient administrative bureaucracy
that was able to support the goals of both institutions. This administrative
apparatus was certainly less efficient in the case of the Portuguese forts, settlements
and factories, especially in the West Coast of Africa, where suspects possessed 
mainly movable property and therefore were less bound to remain in one specific 
space and defend their rights.   

The efficiency and assertiveness of the Portuguese colonial administration had 
still other consequences for the confiscation process for crimes of heresy and 
apostasy. Since the wealthiest colonies, that is to say Brazil and the Archipelagos of
Madeira and Azores were also the better organized territories on what concerns the
administrative bureaucracy, these were also the places where one had the better
chance of arresting wealthier suspects and use the bureaucratic system to issue the
confiscation. By doing so, the Inquisition and the State achieved three goals 
simultaneously. In the first place, the administrative corps developed and got more 
specialized, efficient and assertive. Secondly, the assertiveness of the institutions 
contributed to a tighter management of the colony. And thirdly, a tighter
functioning of the colony implied a greater chance to exercise social control, 
impose religious and cultural orthodoxies and economically profit from the output 
of empire.

The confiscatory policies of the Lisbon Inquisition did not only differ
geographically but also chronologically. Even though, the general trend was 
towards a decrease in the confiscation cases since the beginning of the inquisitorial 
activity until the termination of the institution (see Graph 4), although the
decreasing trend hides a quite perverse reality. 
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Graph 4  Confiscation of  property in the Lisbon Inquisition records, 1530-1821 � 
Distribution per Decade and Monarchs� reign 

Sources: Ibidem. 

There are a few periods in the history of the Lisbon Inquisition in which the
general distribution of sentences holding seizure of property increased above the
general trend, namely during the period of the Habsburg administration (1580-
1640) and the reigns of kings Alphonse VI (1656-1682) and John V (1706-1750). 

The deviations to the trend provide clues to the understanding of the
relationship between the inquisitorial actions in which the confiscation of assets 
was a fact and the need of the central state to appropriate most of the profits of
this activity. The Habsburg period and the reign of King Alphonse VI have one
thing in common. Both periods were characterized  by long years of economic
stagnation or depression (with the exception of the period of the Twelve Years 
Truce � 1609-1621) (see Graph 5). 

For Philip II, Philip III and Philip IV the challenge had been to contain the re-
volt of the Low Countries at bay by simultaneously fighting the Thirty Years War 
(1618-1648) in Europe and fence off an empire �where the sun never set� against Dutch,
English and French threats. The increase of the Spanish overseas territories after 
the Union of the Crowns (1580-1640) with Portugal had brought to the fold of 
Madrid�s authority colonies, settlements, factories and forts scattered throughout
four continents and three different oceans. The costs of maintaining such an enter-
prise were beyond the reach of the usual income provided by the taxation schemes
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in Europe and the empire, so that the confiscation of assets became a handsome
mechanism to increase the crowns revenues and simultaneously bring to the orbit 
of power of the king the Inquisition and the colonial administration.84

Graph 5  Economic Conjunctures versus Inquisitorial trials with confiscation of
property, 1530-1821 

Sources: Ibidem. 

The increase in the expenses due to warfare and the maintenance of a crum-
bling empire were also the reasons why confiscation rates soared between 1656 and 
1682. The military conflicts that Portugal had to face to secure its empire, especially 
in the fight against the Dutch West India Company in Brazil, Angola and the Atlan-
tic Islands, against the Dutch East India Company in the Indian Ocean, and above
all in the territorial border with Spain to secure the kingdom�s independence, im-
posed such a burden on the royal exchequer that confiscated property became a 
very attractive source of revenue for the Crown.85

The spike in the levels of seized property during the reign of John V, though,
fall on a very positive conjuncture. In fact, the reign of this monarch coincided with
great revenues provided by the new mining adventures in Brazil, whereby the Por-
tuguese Crown was able to import, tax and export bullion gold to most European

                                                          
84 A. DE OLIVEIRA, Movimentos sociais e poder em Portugal no século XVII, Coimbra 2002. 
85 R. VALLADARES, A Independência de Portugal. Guerra e Restauração, 1640-1680, Lisbon 2006.
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countries at the time. This wealth, although considered as a monopoly by the 
Crown was in fact an enterprise conducted by private individuals, more often than
not willing and able to circumvent royal ordinances and officials for personal
enrichment. The king, on his part was left with very few mechanisms to counteract 
this breach of the law. The inquisitorial actions became, therefore a last resort to
take hold of some of the wealth being plundered away from the mines of Brazil 
with his permission. This trend becomes clear when we look at the progression of 
the confiscation cases for Brazil between 1580 and 1821 (see Graph 6). 

Graph 6   Confiscation of  property in trials records for Brazil, 1530-1821  

Sources: Ibidem.

If the economic circumstances deeply influenced the confiscation trends, the 
weight of the papal and royal pardons seems to have been negligible. For the whole
duration of the Portuguese Inquisition, we see that the Lisbon Court remained
seizing property regardless of the pardons and suspensions issued by either pope or 
king, exception made to the 1670s decade. Graphs 7, 8 and 9 indicate that after the 
year the pardon or suspension had been issued, the inquisitorial trials and the 
confiscatory policies increased rather than decreased.
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Graph 7  Pardons & Suspensions of  confiscation versus Inquisitorial trials with con-
fiscation of  property, 1530-1580 

Pardons and Suspensions issued on that decade 

Graph 8  Pardons & Suspensions of  confiscation versus Inquisitorial trials with con-
fiscation of  property, 1600-1610 

Pardons and Suspensions issued on that decade 

Sources for Graph 7 and 8: Ibidem.  
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Graph 9  Pardons & Suspensions of  confiscation versus Inquisitorial trials with con-
fiscation of  property, 1645-1660 

Pardons and Suspensions issued on that decade 

Sources: Ibidem.  

The inefficiency of the pardons and suspensions is quite blatant. In the case of
the papal indults, one may argue that the disrespect shown by the Lisbon court 
might have been caused by the insistence of the crown to withhold control of the 
institution by forcing it to function according to the regulations and decisions by
the king and not by the determinations by the pope, enacting a centuries-old
dispute between Iberian Kings and the Papacy about the jurisdiction and power of
appointment of Church delegates and institutions within the Iberian realms in 
Europe and overseas. Certainly the most dramatic example of such a dispute was
the excommunication of king John IV, who was denied absolution in his death bed
due to his long standing dispute with the pope about the position of the New
Christians within the Portuguese realms and the legitimacy of the king to take those
matters into his hands, since he had been, himself, a usurper of a rightful king
(Philip IV of Spain).

However, it seems that the pardon of 1674 worked better than any other of its
kind, as it becomes clear from Graph 10. The effectiveness of this edict can be
ascribed to the difficult position of the crown during the period between 1667 and 
1682. Although King Alphonse VI was still alive in 1667, his brother, Peter, later 
known as King Peter II took hold of the Crown by declaring himself regent of the
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kingdom and marrying his brother�s wife. As regent, Peter depended upon the
papacy to annul his brother�s marriage to his sister-in-law and by doing so recognise 
his matrimony and progeny. This dependency on the ruling of the papacy, left 
Peter, to a certain extent, at the mercy of Rome for different rulings, including the 
pardon of 1674. It is therefore arguable that the efficiency of the 1674 indult was 
the happy coincidence of Pope Clemens X ruling on the confiscation policies of the
Inquisition and Peter�s willingness to not interfere with the pope�s decision in the 
expectation of seeing his own personal affairs sorted out. 

Graph 10  Pardons & Suspensions of  confiscation versus Inquisitorial trials with 
confiscation of  property, 1670-1680 

Pardons and Suspensions issued on that decade 

Sources: Ibidem.  

It is fair to conclude that pardons and edicts were not as valuable as the paper
they were written on, since Crown and Papacy refused to cooperate towards an
enforcement of the indults, in view of the fact that they usually penalized the 
capacity of the Crown to perpetuate the confiscation of assets or impaired certain 
kings to relieve their New Christian allies of the Inquisitorial troubles. The only
exception seems to have been the indult of 1674 by Pope Clemens X. The 
dependency regent Peter (future king Peter II) had from the papacy to sort out his
marriage and the legality of his progeny forced the young regent into the hands of
Rome, forcing him to guard against the most aggressive actions of the Inquisition.
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4.  CONCLUSION

The district court of Lisbon of the Portuguese Inquisition gives an excellent 
example of the confiscation policies of the Portuguese Inquisition as a whole.
Based on the information provided by the trial records, we have shown that the
majority of the individuals sentenced by the Lisbon Inquisition were not subject to
confiscation of private property. Among the ones that saw their property seized, 
they were mostly inhabitants of the metropolitan jurisdiction of the court instead of
residents in the different parts of the Portuguese Atlantic empire. Within the
imperial context though, the colonies of settlement (Brazil, Madeira and Azores) 
were the ones most plagued by the confiscation of property since these were also
the places where the general wealth of the population was comprised of landed 
assets, difficult to hide or transfer in case of inquisitorial action. 

The significance of the confiscation of assets, especially in the colonies of
settlement seems to have been a mechanism used by the state in a clear evolution 
towards a more centralised colonial administration, wherein the regulation of social 
and religious orthodoxies went hand in hand with the population growth and the
economic development of the region.

The variations in the confiscatory behaviour of the Lisbon Inquisition were not
exclusively territorial, but also chronological. Generally speaking, there was a
general decreasing trend in the number of trials in which the condemned were
sentenced to have their assets confiscated. However, the Habsburg period, the
reigns of Alphonse VI and John V showed an overwhelming amount of
confiscation actions, the former associated with the crown�s necessity to pay for
increasing war expenditures in Europe and overseas, the latter as a mechanism to
circumvent the illegal mining actions of private entrepreneurs engaged in the 
exploitation of the gold mines in Brazil.

The Lisbon court also mirrored the inefficiency of general pardons and 
suspensions of confiscatory and inquisitorial actions issued by popes and kings. 
This inefficiency is mostly imputable to the ever lasting dispute of jurisdiction and
authority between Iberian monarchs and the papacy. The defiance of pardons was
just another weapon in this centuries-old war. Nonetheless, the fact that most 
indults were never effective showcase the willingness and aptitude of the
Portuguese monarchy to control and use for its sole benefit the profits of the
confiscation of assets, using the Inquisition, as an arm of the Church, to serve its
designs. Therefore, far from being a Church creation or serve the Church�s
financial support, the phenomenon of confiscation by the Portuguese Inquisition
needs to be analysed as a mechanism of Early Modern state centralisation,
especially after the passing of the bylaw of 1620 by Philip III.  

In short, although the seizure of private property, in a clear challenge to 
individual property rights, was a process triggered by the Inquisition in the name of
the Lord, it was actually carried out by royal officials in the name of-, and above all, 
for the King. By all accounts, the form that traditionally initiates the final
sentencing in the trial records of the Lisbon Inquisition and that reads In Nomine 
Domini,  should in fact read, In Nomine Domini et In Nomine Rex Regis.


