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 The Real Audiencia de Santo Domingo, the high court in the Spanish 

Caribbean, served as a symbol of royal authority for its district throughout the 

seventeenth century. In his book, Marc Eagle draws from exhaustive research in 

archives from across Spain to show that the institution remained relatively 

unchanged from 1600 to 1700 – a century of transition for the region that ended 

with the death of Charles II, the final Spanish Habsburg monarch. Non-Iberian 

colonies spread across the Caribbean during the seventeenth century, including the 

French settlement in the western third of Hispaniola (Saint-Domingue). 

Meanwhile, Spanish Hispaniola declined; the island’s sugar industry collapsed due 

to a lack of licensed ships arriving in Santo Domingo, precipitating the island’s 

transition to subsistence agriculture. Despite poor communication with the 

metropole, Eagle argues that the Dominican tribunal successfully “bridged the 

divide between peninsular expectations and the residents of Santo Domingo and the 

district of the Caribbean” (13). 

 The Audiencia of Santo Domingo is an institutional history divided 

thematically into seven chapters with an introduction and conclusion. Although the 

first two chapters discuss the tenure of the court’s presidents chronologically, most 

of the chapters concern different aspects of the audiencia to form a “comprehensive 

portrait of the Dominican tribunal and its members during this period” (3). These 

range from the backgrounds of ministers, their social integration into the city of 

Santo Domingo, and the court’s jurisdiction over its broader district across the 

Spanish Caribbean. The book departs from earlier studies of the Dominican tribunal 

by situating how ministers “were embedded in the societies they were ostensibly 

responsible for governing” (3). This social aspect of an otherwise institutional 

history shows the dissonance that existed between the self-interest of the 

audiencia’s ministers and their stated goal of enforcing the will of the king of Spain. 

Magistrates quarreled amongst themselves, had confrontations with ecclesiastic 

officials over jurisdiction, and fought with members of the city council over 

questions of status. Pulling from John Leddy Phelan’s arguments of the Spanish 

imperial bureaucracy, Eagle shows that these overlapping jurisdictions appealed to 

and reified the Council of the Indies as the undisputed highest authority in Spanish 

America. Despite these jurisdictional disagreements, the audiencia was not 

compromised by its interpersonal conflicts. Many of these quarrels were solved 

with admonishing letters from the metropole or were “often resolved when these 

men died or were promoted” (184).  

Eagle grapples with how the audiencia survived in Santo Domingo as both 

the city and broader Spanish Hispaniola declined throughout the seventeenth 
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century. While they complained of poverty in Santo Domingo, the audiencia’s 

personnel nonetheless sought to revitalize the island’s economy through sending 

letters, petitions, and proposals back to Spain. Although they were better off than 

most of the city’s residents, the ministers themselves were often indebted to local 

elites in Santo Domingo, who came to wield significant power. As a result, 

magistrates were seldom “the dominant figures within their social networks” (182). 

Despite this precarious economic situation, it was nonetheless an inexpensive 

institution for the metropole to maintain, and the tribunal ensured the execution of 

royal decrees and continued district supervision. 

The breadth of sources found in the book cannot be overstated as Eagle 

traces the lives and times of eighty-two ministers who served in various capacities 

in the audiencia. Vivid anecdotes and examples illustrate the book’s arguments, 

including recurring individuals and their notable exploits across several chapters. 

Eagle details such a case in Francisco Manso de Contreras, the only minister to 

have been raised in the audiencia’s district on the island of Margarita. Manso de 

Contreras leveraged both his kinship ties across the Caribbean and his royal 

commissions to his own enrichment, while simultaneously embroiling himself in 

petty drama with fellow members of the tribunal.  

The Audiencia of Santo Domingo situates the high court within the broader 

context of institutions across Spanish America, which is fundamental to 

understanding the “enduring adequacy” of the tribunal over the course of the 

seventeenth century (191). The book argues that the later Spanish Habsburg 

monarchs sought to reform and improve the Spanish empire, even if many of their 

attempts were frustrated by financial or military constraints. The richness in which 

Eagle details both the magistrates’ social environment and the audiencia’s functions 

make this monograph a must-read for specialists of the seventeenth-century 

Caribbean. 

 

Keith Richards 

Tulane University 


