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ABSTRACT

The principal retable of the Church of San Xavier 
is a rare example in the United States of an 18th century 
Churrigueresque style altarpiece. The retable relates to 
the religious art and architecture of Spain and colonial 
Mexico through historical, sociological, and stylistic 
factors which influenced its distinctive form. Its basic 
structure, standards of craftsmanship, and ornament stem 
from its Spanish heritage and the traditionalism of retable 
workshops that operated in.Mexico City. Through the work
shops, artesans developed, preserved, and disseminated a 
vocabulary of decorative forms characteristic of a style 
of altarpiece that became unique to Mexico.

- Deliberate consideration was involved in the con
ception and organization of the San Xavier retable, and 
each component of statuary and decoration was chosen to 
play its part in a total symbolic expression. The domi
nant theme of the retable is concluded to be the redemp
tion of man through the death and resurrection of Christ. 
The dominant theme of redemption is supported by sub-themes 
relating to the Virgin Mary, the life and sacrifice of 
Jesus, the creation of the Church, and the propagation of 
the faith.

viii



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The imposing architecture of the mission church of 
San Xavier del Bac still dominates an expanse of southern 
Arizona desert as it has for the past 175 years. The 
church is located on a slight elevation bordering the 
flood plain of the Santa Cruz River some nine miles south 
of the city of Tucson. Its twin towers and hemispherical 
dome are brilliantly white and can be seen for many miles 
across the dusty green desert floor. The sight of this 
magnificent structure against its backdrop of mountainous 
horizon invokes a feeling of unreality. The fact that such 
an ambitious and noble monument was built on the desolate 
frontier of New Spain in the late 18th century arouses 
wonder and curiosity. (Figure 1.)

San Xavier follows the form of the parish church 
that was developed and reproduced almost to monotony 
during the Baroque period in Mexico.^ It has the typical 
characteristics of a Latin cross plan with a balanced 
transept and a dome over the crossing. The portal is at

1. Manuel Toussaint, Colonial Art in Mexico, 
trans. and ed. Elizabeth Wilder Weismann (Austin: Univer
sity of Texas Press, 1967), p. 181

1
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the opposite end of the nave between two towers and there 
is a lateral entrance on the side. The sacristy is located 
in the space between a transept arm and the apse. The 
church is constructed entirely of burned brick and is 
smooth-coated with lime stucco.

More unique to San Xavier is its exterior and 
interior architectural detail, which consists of carved 
stucco and plaster over brick core forms. The same con
struction technique was used for its principal retable in 
the apse, and altarpieces in both transept chapels.

This study focuses on the principal retable of the 
Church of San Xavier, which is the church's artistic as 
well as spiritual center. Its imposing location at the 
end of the apse provides an impressive backdrop for the 
altar and dominates the view from the nave.

The study approaches the retable in its entirety, 
as a complete work of art, through ah analysis of the 
history and iconography of the statuary, the architectural 
detail, and the decorative motifs that comprise it. 
Particular attention is focused on the symbolism inherent 
in these components to determine if the altarpiece has a 
dominant theme which explains its meaning.

The art of the retable is viewed as a reservoir 
and as a communicative vehicle, which stores and transmits 
the essence of the spiritual and artistic aesthetic which 
created it. Aspects of the art and history of Spain and
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its religious conquest in New Spain, as well as consider
able Christian symbolism, are compressed into the principal 
altarpiece of San Xavier.

The study relates the retable of San Xavier to the 
history of its mission and church, to provide an under
standing of the frontier conditions under which it was 
produced. The relationship of the retable to the reli
gious art, architecture, and society of the colonial 
period in Mexico is also examined to reveal some of the 
major influences which combined to form its distinctive 
style. The retable presents a synthesis of decorative 
motifs and architectural details which characterized 
earlier Mexican Churrigueresque style retables produced 
in the 18th century. Since a combination of historical, 
religious, stylistic, and sociological forces was involved 
in the creation of the principal retable of San Xavier, an 
understanding of these influences is fundamental to an 
explanation of its organization, symbolism, and meaning.

The retable of San Xavier, with its wealth of art 
and architectural detail, is a rare example in the United 
States of an 18th century Mexican Churrigueresque style 
retable. The singular quality of the elaborately deco
rated church and retable lies in its location, so far from 
the more metropolitan centers of Mexican religious art and 
architecture, where an unrenovated Churrigueresque retable 
is not so unusual.
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This year (1968) scaffolding was erected for the 

purpose of cleaning and inspecting the main altarpiece and 
those in the lateral chapels of the transept. The scaf
folding permitted the first close study and photography of 
the upper body of the retable. The cleaning and subse
quent examination revealed interesting details of the 
medallions and figures in the casguete zone above the 
retable, details which were previously undiscernible.

A detailed examination of the symbolism and mean
ing of the retable has not been made and the advantages 
of close inspection and photography of the upper retable 
body to such a study are significant. An interpretation 
of the symbolism of the busts and figures in the casguete 
zone is essential to an interpretation of the theme of the 
altarpiece in its entirety.

Background material for this study, which relates 
the religious art, history, and iconography of Europe and 
Mexico to the retable of San Xavier, was obtained from 
secondary sources specializing in these fields.

The retable itself, and its photographs which were 
obtained under unusual and fortunate circumstances, consti 
tute the primary source material. The study combines 
secondary and primary material in the analysis of the 
components of the retable and in the final aggregate 
interpretations of the retable as a symbolic whole work.



CHAPTER 2

THE RETABLE OF A MISSION CHURCH

Reliable information pertinent to the history of 
Mission San Xavier del Bac, and the three churches believed 
to have been a part of it, is far from complete. Records 
of those early days seem, for the most part, to have been 
destroyed or lost. A reconstruction of the mission's 
past has been assembled from fragments gleaned from 
diaries, letters, church records, and government docu
ments from Spain and Mexico. This reconstructed past is 
tentative and always subject to revision when archaeolo
gical discoveries or new documentary evidence fills in 
historical gaps.

Many questions concerning the present church of 
San Xavier have plagued historians and still remain 
unanswered. The artesans who worked to produce the princi
pal retable are unknown. Documentation regarding the 
retable's design, symbolic scheme, and the workshops which 
produced its statuary has not come to light. Even the 
construction dates of the church structure itself are 
uncertain. However, the church, with its unique and 
imposing ratable, still stands, much as it has since the

5
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waning days of Spanish rule in Mexico, and the symbolism of 
the retable needs and invites interpretation.

‘History of Mission San Xavier del Bac
In the late 17th century southern Arizona was part 

of the vast, desolate frontier of New Spain called Pimeria 
Alta. The area encompassed thousands of square miles of 
wilderness land inhabited by Indians. It extended northerly 
from the Altar River in Sonora to the Gila River in present 
day Arizona, and from the San Pedro River, east of Tucson, 
to the Colorado River and the Gulf of California to the 
west. Spanish missions were advanced into northern 
Pimeria Alta in the latter part of the 17th century, from 
bases previously established in Sinaloa and Sonora. The 
missions were founded and operated by Jesuit priests.

Although the mission system was primarily a reli
gious institution for the purpose of Christianizing the 
Indians, religious conversion was also used by the Spanish 
government as a means to economic ends. Among Spain's 
purposes in the penetration of the frontier territory were 
the conquest, conversion, exploitation, and incorporation 
of the native population in order to employ its services 
in agriculture and extractive industries for the ultimate 
benefit of the royal treasury. One of the principal reasons 
for outpost missions like San Xavier was to secure part of 
the land route from Mexico to California. The mission
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was intended to pave the way for future penetration, 
secure and hold territory and provide a native labor 
supply. It was a mission practice that older established 
missions would support and supply those in the formative 
process with items like grain, livestock, agricultural 
equipment, clothing, and furniture, until they became
self-sustaining.2

The Jesuit Period
The mission at Bac was founded by the Jesuit priest 

Eusebio Francisco Kino, who first visited the Indian village 
in 1692. He found the Sobaipuri population to be of the 
generally settled, sedentary type, whose cultural level, 
as revealed by the use of irrigated agriculture, indicated 
tractability to the discipline and influence of a mission.
A stock ranch was established at Bac in 1697 for the 
support of a projected mission, and in April of 1700,
Kino's diary records that work started on the "foundation

2. Robert G. Tolman, "The Spanish Mission as an 
Economic Institution in the Southwest," Unpublished M.A. 
Thesis, University of Arizona, 1948, pp. 64, 67; Walter 
P. Webb, The Great Plains (Hew York: Ginn and Company,
1931), p. 88; F. J. Clavigero, The History of Lower Cali
fornia. trans. Sara E. Lake and Al. L. Gray (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1937), p. 235; Henry W. Kelly, 
Franciscan Missions of Hew Mexico. 1740-1760 (Albuquerque: 
University of Mew Mexico Press, 1941), pp. 4, 8; Ruth K. 
Barber, Indian Labor in the Spanish Colonies.(Albuquerque: 
University of Hew Mexico Press, 1932), pp. 69, 90-9.
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of a very capacious church and house of San Xavier del ̂ _ '
Bac. . ." In 1701 Father Francisco Gonsalvo became Bac's 
first resident priest and construction of-mission build
ings continued. Gonsalvo is believed to have died in 1702 
and apparently Bac was without a resident missionary for 
most of the next 30 years. Kino had died in 1711 and 
evidently the task of ministering San Xavier fell to
priests from established missions at Guebavi, Suamca, or

4San Ignacio to the south.
The ensuing years are enveloped in historical con

fusion. In 1737 the report of another Jesuit, Father 
Alexander Rapicani, who appeared briefly at San Xavier, 
indicated that the mission was in a depreciated condition. 
The vestments given Bac by the King of Spain had been 
ripped in shreds and other items had been damaged, probably

5by the people of Bac.• Evidently the church started by 
Kino was still in use, but what the church was like, or 
exactly where it was located relative to the present

3. Tolman, op. cit.. p. 12; Herbert Eugene Bolton,
The Rim of Christendom (New York: The Macmillan Co.,
1936), pp. 247-8,; quotation in Bolton, Kino's Historical 
Memoir of Pimeria Alta (Cleveland: The Arthur H. Clark
Co., 1919), Vol. I, pp. 229, 235.

4. Bernard L. Fontana, "The Story of Mission San
Xavier del Bac," in The Smoke Signal (Tucson: The Wester
ners, 1963), No. 3, p. 4.

5. J. A. Donohue, S. J., "The Unlucky Jesuit
Mission of Bac," in Arizona and the West (Tucson: Univer
sity of Arizona Press, 1960), Vol. XI, pp. 129-30.
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church is not known. It is presumed the church and mission 
buildings were of adobe, perhaps similar to the ones at 
Guebavi which Kino had founded earlier. Several reports 
filed by visiting priests, between 1745 and 1750, com
plained of the bad lot of Indians at Bac who were poorly 
instructed in religion. Without a resident priest and 
constant teaching, the converted Indians returned to their 
pre-Christian traditions and many left the mission.^ An 
indication of the feelings generated by the inevitable 
clash of the Spanish and Indian cultures is summarized in 
the writings of an anonymous Jesuit padre in 1763. He 
reported his impressions of the character and disposition 
of the Indians, which were formed by twelve years of 
constant association with various groups:

The disposition of the Indian rests on four founda
tions, each one worse than the other; ignorance, 
ingratitude, inconsistency, and laziness. Such 
in truth is the pivot on which the life of the 
Indian turns and moves. Their love of idleness 
keeps them poor and needy, so that the minister- 
ing priest has to provide them during most of the 
year with victuals and clothing if he wishes 
them to attend the instructions in their villages 
and not rove about. . .where in a short time they 
forget the teachings and the Christianity, which 
for many years and with indescribable labor, has 
been imparted to them.7

6. Fontana, op. cit.. p. 6.
7. Rudo Ensaya (Tucson: Arizona Silhouettes,

1951), p. 54.
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Only one, perhaps extreme, view is presented here, 

but it is indicative of the difficult situation faced by 
the Jesuit padres on the frontier where the severe short
age of priests for the missions created critical conditions 
at outposts like San Xavier.

The culmination of unfortunate events that plagued 
Bac came in 1751 when the mission was plundered and its 
buildings destroyed during an uprising of the northern 
Pima tribes. The Presidio of Tubac was founded in 1752 
to protect the frontier missions, but the Indian unrest

Owas not settled until 1754.
Father Alonso Espinosa was one of the more remark

able Jesuits since Kino. He served at San Xavier from 1756 
until 1765, and was faced with the difficult task of 
rebuilding the church and mission buildings that had been 
plundered in the Pima uprising. Espinosa is important in 
mission history because he evidently built the second 
church of San Xavier. Recent archeological work has

8. Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Arizona and 
Hew Mexico. 1530-1888 (Albuauerque: Horn and Wallace Co.,
1962, pp. 363, 369.
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revealed what is believed to be the foundations of this

9church adjacent to the present structure.

The Franciscan Period
In 1767 the decree of King Carlos III expelling the 

Jesuits from Spanish land became known in Mexico City, and 
San Xavier was soon abandoned. The Franciscan Order took 
over the mission, and Father Francisco Garces arrived in 
June of 1768. It seems that Garces was ever on the look
out for new souls to conquer and was away from the mission 
for extended periods. Since San Xavier was then the 
northernmost outpost of the Spanish empire in Pimeria 
Alta, nothing stood between it and the hostile Apaches. 
Reports indicate that the mission was attacked several 
times and the hostiles drove away cattle and damaged its 
buildings.

It is believed that work was started on the present 
church of San Xavier between 1775 and 1783. Possibly the 
church was begun under the administration of Father Juan 
Bautista Velderrain around 1781 and completed by his

9. Fontana, op. cit.. p. 7; Wm. J. Robinson, 
"Excavations at San Xavier del Bac," in The Kiva (Tucson: 
Arizona Archeological and Historical Society, 1958), Vol. 
XXIX, No. 2, pp. 39, 45; Martie Hudson, "Weekend Arche
ologist Digs Buried Treasure— By Accident," in The 
Arizona Daily Star. February 25, 1968, p. C4.
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successor, Juan Bautista Lorenz, after 1790 when Velderrain 
died. One or the other of these priests is supposed to 
have pledged the mission's unplanted crops to secure a 
loan of 7000 pesos for the project. In any event, Fran
cisco Iturralde's report of 1797 documents the church as 
complete and decorated on the inside.Iturralde's 
report describes the burned brick construction of the church, 
its vaulted roof, and the high altar reredos of burned 
brick and lime that was painted, gilded, and adorned with 
statues of saints. There is little room to doubt that the 
report describes the present church and its retable.

The years following 1797 were critical in the
history of the new church of San Xavier, and the decline
of the Spanish Franciscan period was rapid. Revolution
against Spanish rule began in New Spain in 1810, bringing
eventual secularization and parish church status for the
missions. The republic of Mexico was created in 1821 ,
and the Spanish government withdrew all financial aid from
the missions. It was 1831, however, before the effects of
the Mexican government were felt at Bac, when the last

/Franciscan missionary, Rafael Diaz, was removed and 
returned to Spain. 10

10. Fontana, op. cit.. pp. 8-9; Prentice Duell, 
Mission Architecture Exemplified in San Xavier del Bac 
(Tucson: Arizona Archeological and Historical Society,
1919), pp. 67, 69; Bancroft, op. cit., pp. 371, 375.
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The Present Church and the Retable

After secularization of the missions in 1841, Bac 
became part of the Magdalena parish and was visited 
occasionally by Mexican clergymen from Sonora. The un
attended church began to suffer from neglect, and the
Indians living nearby are reported to have removed many

11of the church furnishings for safe keeping. The sight
of this splendid structure, standing amidst an Indian
pueblo in the wilderness, attracted the interest of many
of the fortune-seekers en.route to California during the
1849 gold rush. One traveler made a pencil drawing of the
scene and noted: "It is, with the exception of the Church,

12a most miserable hole.11 He also noted that the roof
leaked and water ran down the walls over the paintings.
He predicted total ruin in a few years.

Even though the Gadsden Purchase agreement with
Mexico brought San Xavier within the boundaries of the
United States in 1854, the church was still deserted and
in the care of the Indians in 1858. A passerby from Ohio
made the following diary entry about the church:

The birds are its only occupants and they sing 
praises from morning till night. They build

11. Fontana, op. cit.. p. 12
• 12. H. M; T. Powell. The Santa Fe Trail to Cali

fornia. 1849-1852, ed. Douglas S. Watson (San Francisco:
E. and R. Grabhorn, 1931), p. 145.
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their nests on the heads of the saints and warble 
their notes of joy while perched on their fingers 
. . .The door is always left open, but the proper
ty of the church is not disturbed." The natives 
look upon the structure with a feeling of awe and 
could not be persuaded to deface or injure it.13

Shortly after Arizona was put in the diocese of -
Santa Fe in 1859, the walls of San Xavier were braced to 
prevent spreading and the roof was coated with cement to. 
prevent further water damage. In 1906 a major restoration 
was undertaken, prompted by reports that the dome was crack 
ing and general disintegration of the church seemed immi-'
nent. The work was done under the direction of Bishop

'

Henry Granjon, of the recently created Tucson diocese.13 14
By 1949 the church was badly in need of repair 

again and a second restoration was instituted by the new 
Superior, Father Celestine Chinn, under the direction of 
Architect Elezar D. Herreras. Restoration of some of the 
wall paintings in the church was initiated at this time 
by Tucson artist Henry Milan.

13. William A. Duffen,""Overland Via Jackass Mail 
in 1858, the diary of Phocian R. Way," in Arizona and the 
West (Tucson:' University of Arizona Press, 1960, Vol. II, 
No. 2, p. 164.

14. Nancy Newhall, Mission San Xavier del Bac (San 
Francisco: 5 Associates, 1954), p. 32; J. B. Salpointe,
Mission San Xavier del Bac (San Francisco: Thomas' Steam
Printing House, 1880), pp. 13-14.

15; E. D. Herreras, "Problems of Restoration at 
San Xavier," in Arizona Architect. Vol. I No. 9 (May, 
1958), pp. 27-37.
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Since about 1913 San Xavier has been used for 

public worship. Restoration and maintenance of the 
structure has been complicated by problems of reconciling 
preservation with use and balancing considerations of 
aesthetics with practical necessity. Naturally, many 
changes have occurred in some of the minor structural 
details of the church over the years since 1797, but the 
main retable and the lateral chapel altars had never been 
renovated and probably were not even cleaned until 1968.
The retables are outstanding examples of 18th century 
religious architectural sculpture that was the height of 
fashion in the churches of New Spain.

In reviewing the history of the present church of 
San Xavier, it is remarkable that its retable and decora
tions survived the many decades of abandonment and neglect. 
The church was apparently unattended for most of the 
period from its construction until its restoration in 1906. 
Undoubtedly the Indian converts who felt a responsibility 
to protect the shrine deserve most of the credit for the 
survival of the retables, the statuary, and paintings.
The church itself shares this credit because the magnifi
cence of the structure in its bleak surroundings impressed
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all who came upon it, and must have played a significant 
part in its survival.

A feeling for the historical past of the Mission 
and Church of San Xavier seems essential to an apprecia
tion of the monumental accomplishment the present struc
ture and altarpiece represent. Any realization of the 
almost unsurmountable problems that the Pimeria Alta 
wilderness must have presented to the padres and artesans 
who faced it only serves., to accentuate their achievement. 
The mission was literally isolated from the seacoast and 
the settled centers of Mexico, and was accessible only by 
a long and tedious overland trail through usually hostile 
Indian territory. Construction material and funds were at 
a premium and the mission had to utilize what was available 
near the site. The preparation and acquisition of materials 
like brick, lime for plaster and mortar, or wood for 
masonry support centering and scaffolding, required 
enormous effort. The construction of the mission demanded 
extraordinary quantities of hand labor, patience and 
determination over a period of some 14 years. The inherent 
nature of the native population did not blend with the 
Spanish culture easily, and the mixture often produced a 16

16. .For example, Phocian R. Way in 1858 was not 
impressed with the church's art, but was overwhelmed that 
such a magnificent church was ever built in the midst of a 
"howling wilderness." Duffen, on. cit.. pp. 163-64.
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climate hostile to Christianization and to the construction 
of such an ambitious church.

In spite of all odds against it, a church was
produced which would have been noteworthy anywhere in
Mexico, but was almost unbelievable on the frontier of •

/Pimeria Alta. The church and retable of San Xavier survived 
decades of abandonment and neglect, and today, in solitary 
majesty, it represents a link with the religious art, 
architecture, and culture of the colonial period in Mexico. 
Whatever the motivation for the undertaking of such an 
ambitious project, the zeal and commitment of the Jesuit 
and Franciscan padres to the greater glory of God was 
undoubtedly the driving force that made it possible.

Character of the Ratable
An inescapable impression of the main altarpiece 

of San Xavier is that of a monumental work which has bygone 
splendor and retains the mystery of a fanciful grotto. The 
recess of the apse seems like an artistic alcove removed 
from the main body of the church. As the individual niches 
in the nave and crossing piers display the Apostles, the 
vaulted sanctuary forms a niche of colossal proportions to 
display the carved and gilded retable. (Figure 2.)

Much of the unique character of the altarpiece 
results from its construction of burned brick and carved 
stucco plaster, rather than carved wood, which was a more
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common retable construction material in the Mexican 
metropolitan centers. The intricacy and ordered complexity 
of the"retable's surface is remarkable because it was 
undoubtedly constructed in place after the apse was 
finished. When the probable construction procedure for 
such a project is considered, it seems certain that a 
detailed plan for the retable would have been essential 
at the stage when its brick skeleton was roughed in.

The retable is divided into six clears by distinc-
/ T 7tive estipite columns and a curving, interrupted cornice. 

The golden surface seems alive with cherubs, vines, and 
arabesque herbage which emphasizes the smooth plaster and 
painted decoration in the niches behind the saints and 
the Holy Virgin. The entire carved surface of the 
reredos. with its contrasts of light and dark, gives the 
illusion that all is in motion by forcing the eye to move 
constantly over it. This illusion of movement and unrest 
was a characteristic objective of Spanish Baroque style 
architecture, which used variations of Classical archi
tectural elements in a capricious or playful way to destroy 
static balance. 17

17. The Spanish term estipite always refers to 
columns or pilasters derived from the basic form of an 
inverted pyramid. The word does not have an English 
equivalent. Since the term is ubiquitous in this study, 
it will not be italicized or accented as a foreign word.
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The gilded surface not only adds a note of sump

tuousness and awe to the retable, but has symbolic signif
icance as well. Gold has long been a favorite surface for 
religious art and architecture as the image of solar light 
and divine intelligence. In Hindu doctrine gold is the 
mineral light and the Latin word for gold (aurum) is rela
ted to the Hebrew word for light (aor). Gold is symbolic 
in Christianity of all that is superior and glorified,
beyond earth and man, as opposed to its opposite, black,

18which denotes sin and penitence. Gold is also a 
Christian symbol of divine spirit, faith triumphant, glory, 
joy, and love. The Magi offered gold to the Christ Child 
as a symbolic token of celestial food and gold is also 
referred to as the color of the Virgin Mary's hair."^

The two lateral sections of the altarpiece are set 
at a slight angle to the center section, producing a 
concave effect. Such a configuration allowed a retable 
width greater than that of the apse, and the divergent 
sections also reflect light at different angles. The 
changing rays of light that penetrate the shadow of the 18 19

18. Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols;
trans.'Jack Sage (New York: Philosophical Library, 1962),
p. 114.

19. Gertrude Jobes, Dictionary of Mythology. Folk
lore .•and Symbols (New York: The Scarecrow Press, Inc.,
1961), Vol. I, p. 671.
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sanctuary encounter varied surfaces and result in uneven 
illumination. The arrangement of the windows in the drum 
over the crossing was probably intended to provide a light 
that would augment the cavern-like quality of the apse and 
enhance the mystery of the altarpiece. The effect of 
reflections from various aspects of the golden surface 
was no doubt intended to produce fantastic forms in a 
glow of light, and generate emotional feelings in the 
worshipers.

Retable Organization
The organization of the retable is presented 

schematically in ..Figure 3. A balanced arrangement of six 
niches punctuates the body of the altarpiece in the grid 
of clears or intercolumnio spaces defined by estipite 
columns and cornices. The two central clears and niches 
of this grid appear to be about twice the size of the 
smaller matching lateral divisions, and are further 
emphasized by arched cornice sections. The zone above the
main body of the retable includes carved figures and busts.
and the casquete or shell vault, which completes the niche 
like illusion of the sanctuary.

The scheme of the figural representations of the 
altarpiece seems to follow a hierarchical order ranging 
from the Divine in the casauete.zone, to the earthly on 
the lower retable body. The bust of God the Father
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surmounts all the other figures. Below, representations 

' of the Virgin Mary and the Saints Peter and Paul are 
located above those of Saints Francis Xavier, Simon, and 
Andrew. The hierarchical implication of this arrangement 
is that the personages most intimately connected with the 
Father, His Son, or the creation of the Church, are 
located in the upper body of the retable nearest the 
Divine region. Those not as important in the hierarchy 
are placed lower, and thus closer to the congregation. 
Figures of angels, which perform a traditional symbolic 
liaison between heaven and earth, occur in both the 
celestial realm above the altarpiece and on its lower part 
as well.

In spite of the Baroque philosophy which governed 
the application of its architectural elements and decora
tion, the altarpiece has a formal order in both its 
symmetrical organization and symbolism. Symmetry and 
balance are among its prominent characteristics. Each 
figural representation and decorative element seems to 
have been selected and located on the altarpiece in 
conformity with a definite symbolic scheme. This scheme 
involves all representations on the retable, not as indi
vidual but as interrelated elements which combine to form 
a unified symbolic motif.
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The retable presents symbolically a central story 

of Christianity and the creation of the Church, and was 
doubtlessly intended to reinforce and give visual form to 
the words of the padres which expressed ideas beyond the 
conceptual sphere of the Indian worshipers.

Style Analysis
The architecture of the San Xavier retable is not 

only monumental and grandiose, but rather elegant in its 
general proportions and detail. It seems to exude a feel
ing of upward motion with its verticality and elevation, 
which agrees with the proportions of the apse, and which 
its designer emphasized with finials above the slim 
-estipites. This vertical rising tendency is tempered by 
a horizontality and symmetrical balance which is charac
teristic of Classical and Italian Renaissance style 
architecture. Despite their free use and fragmentation 
into capricious forms, the retable's architectonic elements, 
such as bases, columns, capitals, and entablatures, are 
still fundamentally Classical elements. The retable has 
Classical structural order, even though fantasy operates 
freely on its estipites and surface. Plateresque and 
Renaissance style influences are evident in the intricately 
carved decoration and in the use of motifs such as the 
medallions above the retable. This combination of elements 
from the art styles of the past plus the arbitrary and
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free use of strict Classical forms characterized the
Baroque style of the 17th century in both Spain and Mexico.

The phenomenon of the Baroque took place in both the 
Old and the New World, but its development in Mexico was 
rather special and unique. In early manifestations of the 
new style. Classical elements were used capriciously by 
varying their size, proportion, and application, but some 
restraint preserved most of their Classic form. This 
moderation does not exist in the mode of the 18th century 
Baroque exhibited by the retable of San Xavier, which is 
variously referred to as the Churrigueresque, Ultra-Baroque, 
or estipite style.

Students of Mexican colonial art disagree on which 
name should be applied to this special mode of the Baroque. 
Some contend that the Ultra-Baroque did not evolve from the 
"Baroque but is a distinct style, while others object to 
implications involved with the Spanish Churriguera name and 
its application to Mexican art. In any event, the use of 
the estipite column, combined with profuse and extravagant 
ornamentation, seems to be generally conceded to be the 
defining characteristic of a new retable style which 
evolved in Mexico following the prototype of the Retablo de 
los Reyes in the Cathedral of Mexico. Since both terms are 
customarily used to describe the retable style which is 20

20

20. Toussaint, op. cit.. p. 180.
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found at San Xavier, the terms Churrigueresque and Ultra-
Baroque will be considered as interchangeable in this 

21study.
The altarpiece of San Xavier was produced .very late 

in the 18th century and hence reflects the exuberant 
decorative style of the Churrigueresque at its apogee.
This maturity would be expected since the entire ornamental 
vocabulary that the style had precipitated would have been 
available to the retable's artesans. In addition to the 
styles previously discussed, manifestations of the French 
Rococo decorative style are also apparent in many motifs 
used on the retable. However, by the time the Church of 
San Xavier was built the Neoclassic retable style was in 
vogue in metropolitan Mexico and the artesans who produced 
its Churrigueresque ornamentation may have had little 
opportunity to adorn later retables in this distinctive 
style.

A crowning triumph of the artesans who conceived 
and produced the Church of San Xavier is its main altar- 
piece. The resplendent retable is the focus of artistry 21

21. Toussaint, op. cit.. p. 275; Justino Fernan
dez, El Retablo de los Reyes (Mexico: Institute de Inves-
tigaciones Esteticas. Universidad Nacional Autonoma de 
Mexico, 1959), pp. 317-19; Francisco de. la Maza, "Los 
Retablos Dorados de Nueva Espana," Enciclopedia Mexicana 
de Arte (Mexico: Ediciones Mexicanas; S.A., 1950), Num.
9, p. 11.



25
and religious symbolism, and is a primary architectural 
feature of its interior. The retable provides a summary 
of the unique development of 18th century Churrigueresque 
style religious art and architecture in Mexico. Through 
the altarpiece, a central story of Christianity is related 
by an organized arrangement of• images and motifs. The 
deeds of the saints, the miracles of the Mother of God, 
and the sacrifice of Christ, all in accordance with the 
Will of the Father, are presented symbolically in the 
gilded glory of the principal retable of the Church of 
San Xavier.



CHAPTER 3

THE SAN XAVIER RETABLE:
ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH MEXICAN COLONIAL ART

The carved altarpiece or retable was introduced 
into New Spain in the 16th century as a thoroughly Euro
pean form of Christian sculptural art, but it had diffi
culty in maintaining this purity. The retable had been 
separated from the church altar table in Spanish usage and 
placed against the rear wall of the apse. It was a Renais
sance transformation of the medieval panelled altar retable 
which had flourished in Spain since the early Gothic period. 
The traditional formula for the design of the altarpiece, 
as well as the necessary craftsmen to produce it, were 
brought from Europe as soon as the process of Christian
ization was underway.

Historical Influences
To suppose that colonial art and architecture 

remained only an extension or branch of Spanish art for 
long after the conquest is to overlook the indigenous 
traditions encountered by the European invaders. The 
Indians of the New World expressed themselves most vigor
ously in the art of sculpture, which embodied all the

26
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hidden meaning and symbolism of their religion. Decora
tive mural painting flourished and metal working and cast
ing were developed to extraordinary perfection. The 
Indians proved to be able craftsmen and clever observers, 
who eventually became participants in the jealously 
guarded craft trades of the Spanish artesans. Decorative 
sculpture which adorned the church facades of New Spain in 
the early 16th century, exhibited a definite indigenous 
influence as well as reminders of the lingering medieval 
Romanesque, Gothic, and Moorish styles of Spain. The total 
decorative effect was Plateresque but the character of the 
sculpture itself was Indian.

In the early part of the 17th century the most 
faithful manifestation of the Spanish Renaissance in the 
New World was in the church altarpiece. The retables were 
-of Classical design but usually Plateresque in detail. By 
mid-century, the confrontation between the European and 
indigenous art styles, and a steady fusion of the races, 
had produced a new culture and society which embraced the 
Baroque of Spain. Initially moderate in form, Mexican 
Baroque retables gradually changed until the Classical 
Renaissance column and architectural orders were complicac- 
ed with twisting forms and an exuberance of ornamentation. 
This style reached its apogee around 1690 and demonstrated 
that Mexico was achieving its own artistic personality.



28
After the first quarter of the 18th century, the 

familiar Churrigueresque style of the San Xavier retable 
had developed, imparting a distinctive and unique charac
ter to Mexican colonial religious art. The Churrigueresque 
retable preserved only an echo of the Classical orders, 
as the characteristic estipite and fantastic ornamentation 
replaced the twisted salomonic column of the earlier 
Baroque style. Architectonic elements were rearranged at 
the whim of the artist and static balance gave way to 
illusion of movement.

With the founding of the Academia de San Carlos in 
1781 came an appeal for rationalism, fixed rules, and 
standards for art. A vast majority of the freely expres
sive Churrigueresque altarpieces was destroyed or restyled 
in the years that followed, but surviving examples like 
the retable of San Xavier attest to the grandeur of the 
discarded style.

Spanish Heritage
Retables cannot be considered as exclusively 

Spanish, but their popularity, magnificence, and monumental 
scale, reached such heights there that they are inevitably 
associated with Spain. The first retables developed as a 
structural part of church altars and later, as a reredos. 
were <%etached from the altar table and affixed to the rear 
wall of the apse.
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. Traditionally, the essential item of liturgical 

-furniture in Spanish churches was the altar. Early 
altars consisted simply of a portable box, with decorated 
front and sides, which also served as a reliquary, decora
tive interest eventually centered on the detachable front 
panel, or frontal, of the box, which was made from a 
variety of materials. The frontal was elaborately painted
with scenes representing God the Father, Christ in Glory,- Opthe Virgin, or the Apostles.

Frontals were superceded by the retablo, which 
developed as a vertical structure of frames for the deco
rated panels, and was built onto a low wooden rail at the 
rear of the altar rable. The rail originally supported 
the crucifix but it was changed into a predella to support
the retable in the 12 century, and the crucifix was moved

23to the front of the altar.
Spanish retables were of modest dimensions at 

first and were painted with religious scenes, especially ' 
from the lives of saints. They appeared gradually in the 
10th and 11th centuries and flourished in the Gothic 
period through the 15th century. Early in the 14th 22 23

22. Jose Gudiol, The Arts of Spain (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1964), pp. 98-99.

23. Isherwood Kay, in Spanish Art. Burlington
"Magazine Monograph, (London: B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 1927),
p. 27.
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century retables became fully developed as a central 
section with numerous side compartments. Mural painting 
was gradually discontinued in Spanish Gothic churches as 
vast, imposing retables became a prominent feature. They 
grew in size, as numerous panelled compartments were added 
in gilded Gothic frames, reaching as high as six stories.
The backgrounds of the retable panels were of gold with 
minutely diapered or engraved leaf patterns, and eventually 
carved figures were also included. Contracts for retable 
construction followed strict custom and were ordered in 
every detail. They often included a sketch showing the 
retable compartment plan, with a saint's name written in 
each space for the painter's guidance.

In the cathedral churches, the retable was a 
development that ultimately blocked out and isolated the 
bishop's throne behind the altar and made it useless for 
the liturgy. The retable was thus a factor in moving the 
throne from behind the altar, which permitted the reloca
tion of the altar against the apse wall. In the Renaissance 
and Baroque periods, large paintings flanked with pillars 
and statuary served as retables and the attached altar 
seemed a mere appendage to the monumental productions. The 
term reredos was used to refer to the retablo. which was 
made an independent structural unit not directly attached 
to the altar table but affixed to the wall behind it. The
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Spanish v/ord retablo (from the Latin, retro-tabulum). 
meaning "behind the table," became the definitive reference 
for the type of altarpiece which was introduced into New 
Spain and eventually constructed at San Xavier.^

Retable Development in New Spain 
In the years following the conquest, the multitude 

of churches constructed in New Spain included retables pat
terned after the Spanish model. Religious art began with 
an extensive horizon which united several arts. In the pro 
duction of an altarpiece, painting, sculpture and carving, 
together with the arts of gilding and estofado, were com-

onpounded by a host of specialized artesans. These special 
ties were regulated by craft brotherhoods and generally 
limited, in the early years, to artesanos peninsulares, art 
ists from Spain. The control of the crafts and trades was 
extensive and effective in the metropolitan centers. 24 25

24. Kay, op. cit.. pp. 29-30; "Altars " New Catho
lic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), Vol. I,
pp. 348-49; Manuel Toussaint, La Cathedral y las Iglesias 
de Puebla (Mexico: Editorial Porrua, S.A.,1954), p. 34.

25. Estofado was a process used to depict figured 
textile designs on the carved or simulated garments of a 
statue. Garment areas were sized with gesso, a gold or 
silver ground was applied, and representations of textiles 
were painted over the ground. Decorative effects were 
produced by removing areas of the painting as the textile 
pattern required. The exposed metal areas were frequently 
burnished, or tooled with lines, dots, or crosshatching 
for added decorative variety.
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Like the retable design, the concept of craft 

brotherhoods or gremios had developed in Spain during the 
middle ages and was exported to the New World with the 
emigrating artesans. The production of a retable with its 
paintings and statuary, involved ecclesiastical control of 
the scheme and iconography and required artesans who were 
specialists. However, in spite of restrictions against the 
Indian and mestizo (of mixed blood) by the brotherhoods and 
the church councils the exclusiveness of craft specialties 
was not maintained. By the time the retable of San Xavier 
was built, criollos (native born of Spanish descent), 
mestizos. and possibly Indians were among the artesans who 
worked on altarpieces in many provincial churches through
out colonial Mexico. Indications of indigenous influence 
on the San'Xavier retable are apparent in some of its 
painted niche decorations, sculptural ornament, and 
statuary. (See Figures 8 and 31.)

Craft Brotherhoods and the Artesans
In Spain associations of workers developed in the 

13th and 14th centuries but were less rigorous fraterni
ties than those which formed in other European countries. 
The early associations were brotherhoods of workers whose 
affiliation was an aspect of their craft or trade. The 
corporations of workers in Spain originated with the 
influx of French artesans associated with the construction
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of the pilgrimage churches along the routes to Santiago.
In the 15th century Spain recognized the legal personality 
of the gremios and their control over the practice of the 
arts and crafts. Possibly through Flemish influence the 
official brotherhoods established regulations requiring 
qualifying examinations for artesans to practice their 
crafts. In the early 16th century the hierarchy of artesans 
became established and the practice of examining and naming 
veedores (inspecting supervisors), for the various craft 
specialties was instituted.

In New Spain, the first artesans arrived with the 
conquistadors and the first Ordinance for the establish
ment of a trade brotherhood was authorized by the Cortes 
in Coyoacan in 1524, for the benefit of the blacksmiths.
In the craft guilds that developed there were three cate
gories in the scale of labors; apprentices, officers or 
journeymen, and masters. Each had his obligations and 
rights. Only the master could contract for a retable pro
ject, employ oficiales (trained workers), or engage appren
tices. Most regulations specified that only the Spanish 
oficial could qualify for the rigorous examination for 26

26. Francisco Santiago Cruz, Las Artes v los Gre
mios en la Nueva Espana (Mexico: Editorial Jus, S.A.
1960), pp. 9, 12. 9
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"master" title. Indians, Negroes and mulattos de color
quebrado. were generally excluded from the craft brother-

27hoods altogether.
Before the middle of the 16th century, Indian 

craftsmen began to reproduce European style saints and 
images. In 1555 the First Provincial Council decreed that 
painters of religious images would henceforth require exam 
ination by the church "because the Indians, without know
ing how to paint properly, or understanding what they were
representing, paint without scruple whatever image they 

28like. . ." The Ordinance of Painters and Gilders in
1557 prevented Indians from selling pieces of painting or
sculpture if they had not been examined and awarded
derechos por el examen (the right by examination). The
Indian was permitted to paint the flat areas of panels,
flowers, animals and birds, but not images or statues to

2g"avoid the trouble caused by bad painters of saints."
The caste consciousness of the brotherhoods was 

strongest during the first century of Spanish domination, 
as was ecclesiastical control over religious art. The 
Ordinances of the brotherhoods and the decrees of the 27 28 29

27. Ibid.. pp. 13, 26, 34.
28. Elizabeth Milder Meismann. Mexico in Sculp

ture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1950), p. 15.
29. Santiago Cruz, op. cit.. p. 21
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church councils inhibited the popularization of religious 
art and profoundly influenced the formation of the society 
of New Spain. In the 16th century strict ecclesiastical 
vigilance and a relatively large quantity of imported 
Spanish statuary precluded any general popularization of 
religious sculpture, and images executed by Indians under 
the supervision of the monks rarely reflected indigenous 
t raits.European engravings were the source of inspira
tion for some statuary made in New Spain. Indian craftsmen 
translated the flat linear engravings into an equally 
linear and flat sculptural style.

As an indirect effect of the Italianization of 
sculpture in Spain colonial images also reflected the 
Italian influence, which made its way to the New World 
through sculptural works, engravings, and immigrating 
craftsmen.

Spanish artesans jealously guarded their work from 
the sight of the naturales. for fear that the Indians 
might learn their crafts and become competitors. However, 
when the demand for retable and religious art increased, 
monastery workshops were set up and religious orders 
apprenticed Indians to learn the Spanish skills. 30 31

30. Weismann, op. cit.. p. 15.
31. Jose Moreno Villa, La Escultura Colonial

Mexicans (Panuco: El Colegio de Mexico, Hondo de Culture
Econdmica, 1963), p. 23.
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Gradually, the proportion of naturales and non-Spanish 
artesans increased, not consciously or in orderly progres
sion, but according to chance, good workmanship, and the

32distance from Mexico City where the work was done.
By the 18th century the mestizos formed a large and 

vigorous group in the social structure of the metropolitan 
centers. The Indian was considered, to be Christianized and 
thus required less supervision. Generations of criollos 
were acquiring a notion of their nationality as distinct 
from that of the qachupines. a derogatory name for admini
strators and other Spanish nationals. The craft brother
hoods were now functioning as guilds and were concerned
with preserving the rights of the various classes or

33specialties of the arts and crafts.
In retable production the specialties of estofado. 

dorado (gilding), and encarnacion (flesh painting) of 
images, were controlled by the gilders' and painters' 
ordinances. The right of each group to do its exclusive 
type of work and use specific materials was protected from 
encroachment from the painters who worked on wood panels, 32 33

32. Robert Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of
Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966),
pp. 212-13; Santiago Cruz, op. cit.. p. 22.

33. Toussaint, op. cit.. pp. 4, 5.
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cardboard, canvas, silk, or did fresco painting. The 
guilds were also concerned with an artesan's professional 
competence and they determined the required standards of 
craftsmanship and artistic ability. The result of this 
strict regulation of artesans was the preservation of 
traditional excellence, which is confirmed by the quality 
of the sumptuous retables that were produced. The exam
ination for sculptors and carvers was demanding and required 
artistic ability and craft skill. Sculptors were required 
to examine a partially clothed figure, give a knowledge
able account of its composure by drawing, and to make a 
statue "with good gracefulness and of good likeness."
For the carver's examination, aspiriants were required to 
run an engraved and carved dressing cover for a column and 
capital, complete "with foliage and growing things," and 
to execute a bird, well-carved in wood, while protecting
the surrounding area." It was necessary "that he know

35drawing and be able to demonstrate it.
Besides protecting the artesan's craft, the guilds 

provided help when a member was sick, maintained hospitals, 
-provided a form of accident insurance, and extended family 34 35

34. Abelardo Carrillo y Gariel, Tecnica de la
Pintura de Nueva Esoana (Mexico: Universidad Nacional
Autonoma de Mexico, 1946), pp. 78-82.

35. Santiago Cruz, op. cit.. pp. 61-63.

34
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aid in the event of death. The guilds also engaged in
charitable activities and some even provided for members'

3 G-retirement.
The family, like the guild system, often protected 

the tradition of retable excellence. The profession of 
retable artesan was a notable tradition in New Spain where 
the love of perfection in the work and a religious convic
tion that the altarpiece was for the glory of God generated 
family pride. Sometimes many generations of one family 
dedicated themselves to the same craft, which perfected
skills and preserved and transmitted art forms, iconography,

3 7and an aesthetic through many years. The retable of San 
Xavier seems to reflect a high standard of artesan tradi
tionalism by the sureness of execution of its carefully 
selected and ordered decorations and symbolic presentations.

Retable Workshops
Eventually, the guild system lost control of the 

arts in Mexico, partly due to the remoteness of the provin
cial churches and the competitiveness of skilled native 
artists. Nevertheless, the retable retained much of its 
basically Spanish character and was the least Indian in 36 37

36. Ibid.. p. 78.
37. Artemico de Valle-Arizpe, Libro de Estamnas

(Madrid: Biblioteca Nueva, 1934), pp. 313-20.
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style of all types of sculpture because the traditions 
which governed its production were preserved by genera-

38tions of Spanish masters in the workshops of Mexico City.
Information about the operations of 17th and 18th 

century retable workshops in Mexico is scant and a study of 
16th century workshops seems yet to be made. However, 
available evidence suggests that as the wealth of colonial 
Mexico increased from the production of the mines, there 
was an ever-increasing demand for more elaborate retables 
in the latest style from the workshops around Mexico City. 
There is no doubt that an extensive workshop tradition 
existed, but, except for certain "masters" and a few indi
viduals, the artesans who produced the monuments of 
retable art are anonymous.

Individual painters and architects can be identi
fied with colonial art in Mexico through signed paintings 
or documents for important buildings, but the whole char
acter of an enormous carved and gilded retable implies a 
certain anonymity. When a maestro de escultura y de 
ensamblaje (master sculptor and joiner), contracted to 
produce a retable, his name appeared on the documents, but 
the work was produced by his workshop. A retable of 
carved wood sometimes reached 50 feet high and was

38. Weismann, op. cit.. p. 201.
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intricately carved and joined, and compounded of moldings, 
columns, niches, relief panels, and figures or groups of 
saints. A host of artesans in the workshop of the maestro 
either produced the retable en bianco, with final assembly 
and finishing done in the church, or constructed the altar- 
piece on the site.^ The latter procedure was followed in 
churches distant from the capital and when the construction 
was masonry and stucco, as at San Xavier.

In the production of a great altarpiece it is 
clear that not everything could be done by the master and 
his assistants. The gilding and painting was the respon
sibility of professional doradores and estofadores. Doc
uments indicate regular arrangements were maintained 
between the workshops of gilders, sculptors, painters and 
woodcarvers, and the existence of cooperating subcontrac
tors is indicated by their signatures as fiadores (finish
ers) on contracts.^® But the web of relationships among 
the workshops, guilds, contractors, and subcontractors, 
and the links with the religious orders is imperfectly 
- understood.

The organization of each workshop probably varied 
according to its size, specialty, and the disposition of 39 40

39. Heinrich Berlin, "Salvador de Ocampo, A Mexican
Sculptor," in The Americas (Washington, D.C.: Academy of
American Franciscan History, 1948), Vol. II, No. 4, p. 415.

40. Ibid.. pp. 418-19.



41
its master, and some retables were probably produced with
out any direct participation of the master in the execu
tion of the work. Although there were undoubtedly many 
carpenter-craftsmen in colonial Mexico, a survey of 
contract documents indicates that only a few artists and 
certified masters were entrusted with works of retable 
sculpture. It is estimated that at any given time during 
the greatest period for sculptured wood retables (from 
around 1650 to 1780), no more than 15 men signed the con
tracts, directed the workshops, and presumably imposed 
some personal style on the design and execution of these 
projects.41 It must be assumed, then, that the direction 
of retable production was an exclusive undertaking. This 
notion seems to be reinforced by the practice of provin
cial towns, and even major cities, to contract with the 
great workshops of Mexico City for their altarpieces. The 
radius of activity of these shops was extensive, indica
ting that sculptured retables were essentially a metro
politan art.

In some cases the workshop served as the place of 
residence for the master, his assistants, and apprentices. 
All participated in a family-type life in the household 
headed by the master craftsman. It seems that at the 
start of apprenticeship the maestro and a prospective

41. Berlin, o p .  cit.. pp. 418, 420.
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trainee appeared before a notary public and executed a
written contract. The apprentice then had to prove his
ability for a short time, while the maestro appraised his

42aptitude and evaluated his preference for the trade.
An example of such an agreement, executed in 1667,

stipulated that in case the apprentice was terminating an
obligation with another workshop, the master was to pay
for his remaining time. The master was to provide for all
food, lodging, clothing, and work necessities, and pay for
medical care when necessary. The apprentice was obligated
to remain in the master's service until released and if
he left the workshop without permission, the master could
force his return. It was agreed that the apprentice would
work with his own hands and not provide a substitute,'
remain faithful to the master and his secrets, offer
assistance in the event of fire or flood, care for his
tools, be obedient and of good conduct, and learn the 

43craft. The contract stipulated an apprenticeship period 
of three years, which would probably have been sufficient 
to provide a working knowledge of a basic craft like 
carpentry or pottery, but extensive experience and 42 43

42. Santiago Curz, op. cit., pp. 27-8.
43. From the Archives of Notarias de Puebla, 

quoted by Santiago Cruz, op. cit.. p. 27.
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i

probably recognition and luck, were required for the
attainment of the position of master of a retable workshop.

"As Elizabeth Weismann has pointed out, "among
retables, invention and even naivete are rare." The level
of design and execution was high and followed prescribed
custom, but there was a certain monotony inherent in a
given style. To produce a fine retable was to embody
acceptable components in a traditional manner, as when
compounding a precise chemical formula. If originality. .. .

could be shown at the same time, as in repeated emphasis
of a motif, an outstanding work of art might result and

.
be applauded. If, on the other hand, the altarpiece 
reflected little creative feeling, it would be saved by 
the rules of proportion and the formulas of decoration.^

In addition to the traditional restrictions, the 
desires of patrons often limited the scope for the artist's 
individual interpretation. Often a congregation would 
specify certain saints and decorative details and even 
a specific arrangement. The artist might be requested 
to copy an existing altarpiece in a famous church or to 
duplicate some previous example of his own work. In such 
cases, the master probably turned the design and instruc
tions over to his assistants, or even a subcontract artist 
for duplication.

44. Ueismann, op. cit.. p. 83.
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Perhaps some day archival research will piece 

together a complete history of the workshops and the 
artesans of colonial Mexico. Details of the construction 
of the Church of San Xavier and the contract for its re
table may exist in forgotten registers of some province of 
Mexico. It is valid to assume, however, that the artesans 
who produced the altarpiece received their training in 
workshops like those of Mexico City. Perhaps they were 
sent to San Xavier from workshops in Queretaro or Puebla, 
where there was a vigorous tradition of carved plaster 
decoration. Possibly there were itinerant workmen, 
graduates from apprenticeship in the capital, who were not 
members of a guild and worked only in the provincial areas. 
In any event, census documents indicate that some 29 Span
ish families resided at or near San Xavier Mission around 

451780. This concentration of Spaniards at a remote out
post suggests that the church's artesans were experienced 
professional craftsmen who were quartered at the mission 
during construction. It is hard to believe that work as 
complex and sophisticated as the present church and main 45

45. These census documents were discussed in an 
interview with Father Kieran R. McCarty, historian and 
present Superior of San Xavier del Bac; Mario Monteforte 
Toledo, Las Piedras Vivas (Mexico: . Institute de Investi- 
gaciones Sociales, Universidad Autonoma de Mexico, 1965), 
pp. 82-3.
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ratable could have been accomplished without the super
vision and unified effort which a workshop of specialists 
afforded. It will be remembered that at the time San 
Xavier and its retable were under construction, mestizos 
and probably Indians may have been included among the 
ranks of the artesans.

Evolution of Art Styles
The style of an altarpiece seems to have been a

curious and rather mysterious ingredient which was
reappraised and changed almost continually throughout the
colonial period in Mexico. A term like "colonial style"
is too inclusive to be meaningful in discussing a retable
produced during the period of Spanish domination. No
single style existed, but diverse styles of "characters
of ornamentation" succeeded and modified each other with

46the current of time.
The subject of style appears repeatedly in retable 

contracts, usually in reference to columns, decoration, 
or statuary, when a religious institution remodeled or 
replaced an altarpiece that had passed from fashion. In 
1688, for example, the Dominican monastery in Puebla 
contracted to have its church brought up to date. An 46

46. Manuel Romero de Terreros, El Arte in Mexico 
Durante el Verreinato (Mexico: Editorial Porrua, S.A.,
1951), p. 9.
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altarpiece was specified to be "like the one of St. Peter
and St. Paul in Mexico City," with salomonicas revestidas
(decorated twisted columns). The existing 16th century
retable was to be dismantled, what could be salvaged used
again, the sculpture was to be remade, and the existing
figures given to another church. The retable was thus to
be transformed into a contemporary style appropriate to

4 7late 17th century taste. The force of fashion and the 
desire to be up to date at the least cost resulted in 
various combinations of elements of diverse styles. This 
practice complicates the dating of colonial sculpture, 
especially where statuary has been reused on a later style 
retable. An error of many decades can result if statues 
are dated according to the construction date of a 
particular style church or altarpiece.

"Sometimes, in making an altarpiece, an artist 
received the old altarpiece, or parts of it, as partial 
payment for his work. The contract executed by the 
master Francisco Martinez for a retable at Metztitlan 
cited an existing figure of the Virgin as partial pay
ment. Similarly, the contract for a church in Puebla
directed the artist to reuse 12 images of saints from the

48old altarpiece. The reuse of the Virgin and the saints 47 48

47. Ueismann, op. cit.. p. 79.
48. Berlin, op. cit.. p. 419.
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probably resulted in a mixing of styles that would be 
difficult to sort out several hundred years later without 
documentation. Such a situation seems to have occurred 
in the case of the statues of the Virgin Mary and St. 
Francis Xavier on the San Xavier retable, which will be 
discussed in Chapter 4.

Generally, the artistic style of a colonial altar-
piece is referred to as Renaissance, Baroque, or Churri-
gueresque in respect to characteristics of architecture
and ornament, which blended and changed continuously from
the 16th through the 18th century. However, a more
descriptive classification of retables is according to the
type of columns used; the corresponding styles would be
designated as Classical, salomonica, estipite. The
periods of popularity of these retable styles cannot be
divided and designated by centuries, because changes
seemed to follow a system of historical divisions related

49to the sociological changes which precipitated them. To 
mention styles and periods is not to imply sharp divisions 
or abrupt changes but rather suggests a gradual trans
mutation of retable characteristics which reflected what 
each generation believed to be more beautiful and 
valuable.

49. Toussaint, Colonial Art, op. cit.. p. 41.
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For the first half of the 16th century, follow

ing the fall of the Aztecs in 1521, the Spanish conquest 
continued to exert itself through expeditions disposed 
to subjugate the balance of Mexico. The religious orders 
and the spiritual conquest followed the military. The 
Franciscans arrived in 1524, followed in turn by the 
Dominicans, Augustinians, and others. Of future sig
nificance for San Xavier was the arrival of the Jesuits 
in 1572.^ During the conquest and Christianization of 
Mexico, settlements and monastic churches were established 
whose architecture and sculptural decoration reflected a 
colonial Gothic style. In New Spain the Gothic style was 
a jumble of European architectural and decorative elements 
derived from the Spanish Gothic, Plateresque, and Renais
sance styles. The Plateresque was a minute and delicately 
ornamental surface decoration which resulted from a com
bination of Mozarabic and Mudejar art, with elements of

51the Gothic and Renaissance styles of Spain.
The social order of the second half of the 16th 

and much of the following century in Mexico was charac
terized by religious conversion, the encomienda system 
of colonization, and the enormous wealth that the mines 50 51

50. Ricard, op. cit.. p. 2.
51. De Terreros, op. cit.. p. 9; Toussaint, 

Colonial Art, op. cit.. p. 5; Gudiol, op. cit.. pp.
198-99.
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produced. The reduction of the Aztec culture was all but 
complete. Between the conquistador's sword and the 
Christian religion, the latter was probably the more 
devastating in the clash between differing moral ideals 
and values. Certain fragments of Indian cultural values 
and native insight persisted in the sphere of aesthetics, 
and combined with the ecclesiastical and architectural 
forms which the Spanish brought. The product was a sec
ond culture for Mexico which included the Indian elements

52that made it unique.

Renaissance
Accompanying the changes in the social order, the 

Renaissance style with Plateresque decoration modified by 
Indian influence emerged in architecture and the sculp
tural arts. Freed from direct Spanish ecclesiastical 
control, the religious orders produced ambitious and 
rather sumptuous structures in the New World. Churches 
no longer followed the old basilica plan but were con
structed with a single great vaulted nave with the altar 
and main portal at its opposite ends. The apse was filled 
with a monumental retable of carved and gilded wood, 
which included polychrome sculpture, oil paintings and 52

52. F.S.C. Northrop, The Meeting of East and 
West (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1946), p. 22;
Monteforte Toledo, op. cit.. pp. 53-55.
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painted ornament. (Figure 4.) The nave was covered by
Gothic vaulting with ribs and tracery which reflected the
-Spanish Gothic church style in transition to the Plater- 

53esque. The immense Renaissance style retable was 
classical in general design and Plateresque in decorative 
detail. Its classically ordered architectural details 
often included fluted columns that were ornamented near 
the base by a band of figures in relief or the more Plater
esque style slender baluster c o l u m n s . T h i s  ready accept
ance of the Plateresque probably stemmed from the Indian 
tradition in Aztec decorative carving combined with the 
monks' Moorish background in Spain.

The church, concerned with ecclesiastical propriety 
as well as aesthetic considerations of retable statuary, 
decreed through its Third Council in 1585 that henceforth 
sculptured images must be such that under no circumstances 
would it be necessary to adorn them with clothing. This 
meant that clothing should be made of the same material 
as the statue. The intention of the decree was probably 
two-fold; to prevent the idolatrous practices of the 
Indians and their possible concealment of idols in the 
clothing, and to realize an economy through saving the 53 54

53. Toussaint, Colonial Art, op. cit.. pp. 77-78.
54. Ibid., p. 153; De Terreros, op. cit.. p. 9.
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church the expense of dressing the statues. Ripples of 
the 17th century naturalistic Baroque movement in Spain 
arrived in the colony slowly. No sudden change in 
sculptured images occurred but Italian idealism gradually 
gave way to Spanish naturalism. Eventually this sculpture 
became quite realistic and was endowed with real hair, 
glass eyes, teeth, and a vigorous personality. One such 
figure even included a clock concealed inside to simulate 
a heart beat. With the formation of the craft brother
hoods there was a surge of individual and. impassioned 
processional images truly popular in nature.^ By the 
middle of the 17th century the prohibition of clothed 
images had passed and eventually the dictates of style 
suggested that unclothed statues were provincial and 
old-fashioned. The consequences of these style changes 
may have prompted the acquisition of the dressed image of 
St. Francis Xavier for the second church of San Xavier del 
Bac around 1760. This possibility is discussed further in 
Chapter 4.

• During the latter 17th and much of the 18th cen
turies a sharply differentiated social structure developed 
with wealthy descendents of the original conquistadors and 
colonists in control of immense fortunes that had been * 43

55. Weismann, op. cit., p. 178; Toussaint, Colo
nial Art, op. cit.. pp. 157-58; Moreno Villa, op. cit.. p.
43.
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accumulated. These descendants had been born in Mexico 
and some had married Indian women. This group of Span
iards was native to the New World and felt differentiated 
from the peninsulares who cane to profit in the country 
conquered by their ancestors. A bitter rivalry developed 
between the incoming crachupines and the native born 
criollos. ^  These two groups played key roles in the 
move for Mexican independence from Spain which ended the 
mission status of San Xavier del Bac.

Baroque
The affluent society of Mexico was an aristocracy

of wealth whose notability was exhibited in the most
splendid works of piety and charity. Much of their
enormous wealth was expended as patrons of churches and
convents in an effort to assure their salvation, and these
contributions precipitated a complete change in artistic
taste. The severity of the Renaissance style was not
natural to Spanish or native taste. The sober style
passed from vogue as the new Baroque style from Spain

57combined elements from all the past styles. Indian or 56 57

56. J. Eric Thompson, ed. Thomas Gage's Travels
in the New World (Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1958), pp. 105, 113, 173; Bertram D. Wolfe and 
Diego Rivera Portrait of Mexico (New York: Covici-
Friede, 1937), pp. 96-7.

57. Toussaint, Colonial Art, opy cit.. pp. 179- 
80; Thompson, op. cit.. p. 71.
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native Mexican decoration was naturally full of vitality; 
a factor in the enthusiastic acceptance of the Baroque 
throughout New Spain.

Baroque altarpieces reflected the social mood, and 
classic Renaissance columns were replaced by salomonic 
columns which had a heavy modeling twisted around the 
shaft. The whole retable and especially the columns were 
covered with ornament, and the Plateresque decoration was 
augmented with vines, bunches of grapes, birds, and cherubs. 
The Baroque style reached its peak around 1690 and approp
riately reflected the mood of luxury of the society that 
embraced it.

The apogee of the Baroque style coincided roughly 
with the arrival in Mexico of the Jesuit priest Eusebio 
Francisco Kino in 1681, and the Spanish architect Jeronimo 
Baibas in 1718.^® These events set the stage for both the 
founding of the Mission of San Xavier del Bac and the 
introduction of the Churrigueresque or estipite style 
retable which would dominate the apse of its third church. 
During the period of development of the unique society and 
art styles that were to produce ultimately the retable of 
San Xavier, its future location in the upper Pimeri'a Alta 58

58. Bolton, Kino's Historical Memoir, op. cit.. 
p. 33; George Kubler and Martin Soria, Art and Architec
ture in Spain and Portugal. 1500-1800 (Baltimore: Pen
guin Books, 1959), op. 159, 168.
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wilderness was virtually unknown in metropolitan Mexico. 
Equally unknown was the fact that this retable would out
last many of its predecessors in preserving the style

I
which was to be cut down after a brief but glorious 
flowering.

Churrigueresque
The Churrigueresque style applied to retable and 

architectural decoration derives its name from the Spanish 
architect Jose' Churriguera (1650-1723). It also designates 
the special Mexican development of High Baroque. In 
Mexico the term Churrigueresque applies to a distinct 
development of Spanish Baroque design which employs the 
estipite rather than the column.

Most sources agree that the extremes of fantasy to 
which the basic forms of Churriguera's style were carried 
by his inventive followers were not included in his own 
work. Even though none of the five architects of the 
Churriguera family seems to have visited Mexico, the 
name has persisted and through usage has become synonomous 
with the type of retable found in the church of San Xavier. 
The sound of the word "Churrigueresque" seems to express 
phonetically all the crowded and gregarious decorations
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59that are typical of the style and cover its gilded forms.

The Churrigueresque seems to have been the personal 
style of Jeronimo Baibas, who introduced it into Mexican 
ecclesiastical art when he was sent from Spain to build the 
famous retable in the Capilla de los Reyes in the Cathedral 
of Mexico. This altarpiece was dedicated in 1737 and the 
style became immensely popular, both for ecclesiastical 
and secular architecture. Examples of the work of both 
Churriguera and Baibas are discussed in Chapter 4. The 
Churrigueresque suited the mood of Mexico; Baibas was an 
awakener who provided an opportunity for retable artesans 
to use their creative imagination. This imagination, when 
released, sparked the development of a style of altarpiece 
that became the unique expression of Catholicism in Mexico. 
This style provided a respite from the sight of poverty 
for the poor and a hope for eternal life to the rich as an 
opportunity for conspicuous alms-giving.®0 59 60

59. Justino Fernandez, El Arte de Siqlo XIX en
Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autdhoma de Mexico, Institute
de Investigaciones Estrticas, 1967), p. 1; Pal Kelemen, 
Baroque and Rococo in Latin America (New York: The Mac
millan Co., 1951), pp. 88-89; Weismann, op. cit.. pp. 130, 
212; Kubler and Soria, op. cit.. p. 168.

60. Sylvester Baxter, Spanish-Colonial Architec
ture in Mexico (Boston: Art Library Publishing Co., 1902),
p. 27; Kubler and Soria, o p . cit.. p. 169.
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In 1893 Manuel Revilla characterized his vivid 

impressions of Churrigueresque retables in an appropriate 
summary of the style which underscored the emotional 
aesthetic that enveloped it:

-The dominant tones of the gold; the richly orna
mental pilasters that ascend to the high vaults, 
the cornices moving in curving and recurving lines; 
the broken pediments that roll into volutes; the 
sockets and pedestals adorned by numerous lambre
quins, the panels, tables and friezes embroidered 
with scrolls, shells and foliage; the niches 
charged with carvings, the multitude of saints or 
representations from the life of the Savior or the 
Virgin; the medallions in low relief and colored 
sculptures of martyrs. Virgins, prophets and of 
angels that reveal themselves in the penumbra 
against a background of the retable toned down by 
the smoke of incense and candles and by the dust 
of the years. . .Hot in vain did the Churriguer
esque have birth among a people profoundly reli
gious and in an age of intense faith, for to an 
extraordinary degree, it became an expression of 
Catholic mysticism, as did the Gothic in the 
middle ages. Marvelous is the power of art to 
express one and the same sentiment with diverse 
forms.61

Although he was not. Revilla could have been looking at the 
principal retable of San Xavier when he wrote these lines, 
indicating that there was a universality to the Churriguer
esque style which was imparted by religious symbolism and 
its distinctive decorative vocabulary.

The rapid diffusion of the Churrigueresque style 
probably occurred as provincial cities ordered retables *

61.
Oficina Tip. 
39.

Manuel G. Revilla, El Arte en Mexico (Mexico: 
de la Secretaria de Fomento, 1893), pp. 38-
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built by the workshops in Mexico City. However, supplement 
ing the workshops, there must have been itinerant artesans, 
graduates from apprenticeship in the capital, who worked 
in the provinces and carried the elements of the style 
with them.^

In the latter part of the 18th century, as in the 
past, the evaluation of art styles responded to sociologi
cal change. The ideas of the French Encyclopedists, with 
their emphasis on rationalism, began to be influential* 
the animosity of the criollos toward the gachupines was 
close to precipitating a crisis; the grievances of several 
million Indians at the bottom of the social pyramid were 
soon to be a factor in revolution; and political passions 
were preparing the way for Mexican independence.

The dominance of the Baroque and Churrigueresque
styles was threatened by Neoclassic ideology; ideology
which had begun to manifest itself on church portals as 

63early as 1770. A hint of the French cultural influence 
that was to dominate Mexico in the following century was 62 63

62. Weismann, op. cit., p. 139.
63. Wolfe and Rivera, op, cit., p. 96; Toussaint, 

Colonial Art, op. cit.. pp. 5, 279.
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already visible in retable decoration.^ The mood of the 
Churrigueresque altarpiece had relaxed, and Rococo designs 
suggested a lighter, more flexible organization. The lush, 
overpowering surface of some retables seemed quiter, more 
delicate, and more feminine. In the altarpiece of Santa 
Rosa in Queretaro, for example, the surface was flatter 
and more spacious. Gently curving wreaths and larger, more 
consciously unified components of decoration were used.
The gracefully tied-back lambrequin drapeiy and the scallop 
shell, which are featured on the San Xavier ratable, 
were also prominent.

By the time the Academia de San Carlos was estab
lished in 1781, construction of the present church of San 
Xavier was probably under way or well along in planning. 
Thus the repercussions of Neoclassicism and the rational
ist's distaste for the Baroque, which followed in the 
Academia's wake, are not reflected in the principal 
retable of San Xavier. However, the starkly plain facade 
of San Xavier, with its horizontal accents flanking the 64 65

64. For"a discussion of the assimilation of the
Mexican culture by French culture and political ideology 
see: Samuel Ramos, El Perfil del Hombre y la Cultura en
Mexico (Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico,
1963), p. 57.

65. Weismann, op. cit.. p. 142.
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Baroque portal section of the church, suggests that the 
struggle between the styles had begun. (See Figure 1.)

In review, the formative influences that relate to 
the altarpiece of the Church of San Xavier seem to be 
numerous and complex. However, the creation of this unique 
retable can only be understood in the context of its 
historical antecedents.

The relationship of the San Xavier retable to the 
religious art and architecture of colonial Mexico has 
been indicated by a review of some of the historical, 
sociological, and stylistic factors which influenced its 
distinctive style. Its basic structure and professional 
standards of craftsmanship stem from its Spanish heritage 
and the traditionalism of the retable workshops. The 
extravagance of its forms indicates the inventive heights 
reached by the imaginations of the artesans who worked in 
the Churfigueresque style. Retable production was essen
tially a metropolitan art and such altarpieces were usually 
contracted by large workshops, directed by a single maestro 
but were brought into being by the hands of many anony
mous artesans. A variety of specialty crafts was necessary 
for the production of either a great retable of carved 
wood in Mexico City or one in finely carved stucco in the 
wilderness. It is ulikely that the San Xavier retable
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could have been such a successful effort without this 
professional involvement.

Since retable sculpture was closely controlled by 
the guild system, under European craftsmen, natives were 
generally excluded. It is questionable whether native 
carvers played any more than a secondary part in the pro
duction of such retables in Mexico City, even in the late 
18th century. Although the style and tradition of the 
Churrigueresque altarpiece originally came from metropoli
tan Mexico City, the artesans who produced the retable at 
San Xavier were likely to have been sent by workshops in 
a provincial center such as Queretaro or Puebla. By the 
late 18th century mestizo artesans and Indians trained by 
the churches probably worked in the provinces, but Spanish 
lineage and long apprenticeship were required to gain the 
experience necessary for designing and supervising an 
altarpiece. With design and supervision in traditional 
hands there was little chance for indigenous invention to 
intervene, in other than subtle ways.

A certain native Mexican quality is reflected by 
the painted decoration and some of the statuary of the San 
Xavier retable. However, the general conception, design, 
and execution of the altarpiece imply that its artesans 
had a full knowledge of the Churrigueresque decorative 
vocabulary and were trained in the traditions of the
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metropolitan type workshop. Most likely, the Spanish 
families reported living at Bac around 1780 were involved 
in the construction and decoration of the church. In any 
event, it seems unlikely that an impressive retable like 
that of San Xavier could have been produced without the 
coordinated planning and artesan effort inherent in 
Mexican altarpiece tradition.

The Churrigueresque retable was the climax of some 
three centuries of ecclesiastical sculpture in Mexico, and 
the preceding styles and attendant sociological develop
ments created the climate for its enthusiastic acceptance 

..-and its eventual penetration into a wilderness church like 
San Xavier del Bac.



CHAPTER 4

COMPONENTS OF THE SAN XAVIER RETABLE:
ART HISTORY AND ICONOGRAPHY

For an appreciation of the full meaning of the 
retable of San Xavier it should be viewed in its entirety. 
The impact of its rich ornamentation, the mystery of its 
symbolic forms, and its potentiality for an overpowering 
effect on the worshiper are lost when its components are 
viewed separately. Although the following discussion 
considers the altarpiece components individually, it 
must be emphasized that it is through the interrelation
ship of these components that the retable fulfills its 
emotional intention. The primary architectural features, 
statuary, busts, and decorative motifs of the retable are 
examined with respect to their history and iconography in 
Christian tradition. Particular attention is directed to 
the role each component has been assigned in the total 
symbolic presentation, to determine what theme of meaning 
the altarpiece was intended to express.

The whole is composed of components that seem 
obedient to a certain order, yet, as expressed by

62
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Elizabeth Weismann: "The Churrigueresque altarpiece is
not really made to be seen— but to be felt.11 ̂

The Estipites
A fundamental component of the San Xavier retable,

which characterizes and defines its Churrigueresque style
as distinct from Baroque, is the estipite. Toussaint
defines the Churrigueresque estipite as:

A supporting member, square or rectangular in 
section, and formed of multiple elements; pyramids 
and truncated prisms, parallelepipeds, superposed 
foliage, medallions, garlands, bouquets, fes
toons. The ornament is all vegetable, applied to geometric forms.67

The definition is fully descriptive of the San Xavier 
estipites and adequately confirms their style.

The roots of the characteristic estipite form 
extend into antiquity, but the immediate antecedents of 
the Churrigueresque style support of San Xavier are 
found in Spain in the works of the architect Josef 
Churriguera and the retable-maker Jeronimo Baibas.

Antecedents of the estipite are probably the Herm 
of ancient Greece and Rome as revived during the Renais
sance and the Italian candelabrum-column which also had 
an ancient origon. (Figure 5.) In the art of the 66 67

66. Weismann, op. cit.. p. 134.
67. Toussaint, Colonial Art, o p . cit.. p. 277.
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Counter Reformation the church of II Gesu in Rome, mother 
church of the Jesuits, employed interesting and beautiful 
pilasters in the choir decorated by Andrea Pozzo (1642- 
1709), which seem related to the estipite. (Figure 6.)
The Gesu style pilaster probably inspired Pedro de Ribera, 
an eclectic Spanish Baroque architect and disciple of 
Jose Churriguera, in his pilasters for the Puente de 
Toledo in Madrid. The winged cherub head decorations 
and the trumpet blowing angels in the Gesu choir are very 
similar to their counterparts in carved stucco plaster on 
the San Xavier retable. (Figures 7, 8, and 32.) Such 
forms are traditional in Spanish and Mexican retables and 
are indicative of a continuity in religious decoration 
extending from Italy to New Spain.

Spanish antecedents of the estipite form, which 
later developed as the hallmark of the Churrigueresque 
retables of New Spain, are found in the work of Jose Benito 
de Churriguera and Jeronimo de Baibas. Baibas introduced• 
the prototype of the San Xavier style estipite into New 
Spain in his altar in the Chapel of the Kings for the 
Cathedral of Mexico. In Spain, the estipites introduced 
by Churriguera in the retables of the Capilla del Sagrario 68

68. Victor Manuel Villegas, El Gran Siqno Formal 
del Barroco (Mexico: Institute de Investigaciones Esteti-
cas, Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1956), pp.
25, 113.
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for the Cathedral of Segovia (c. 1690) and San Esteban for 
the Convent of Salamanca (c. 1693), though- comparatively 
plain in their decoration, show the characteristics of 
his style. (Figures 9 and 10.) The more ornate Sagrario 
estipite has two geometric projections above its inverted 
pyramid base and is complete with decorative vegetation 
and cherub heads in place of a capital.69 70 71. Baibas in his 
-high altar for the Seville Sagrario, which was demolished 
in 1824, used four large estipites, a profusion of prank
ish, tumbling angels, and severely interrupted cornices. 
Baibas' choir stalls at San Juan, Marchena (1714), show 
the joyous playfulness of his style, especially in his 
use of the estipite. (Figure-11.) Typical of both Manner 
ism and Rococo, the estipite support never entirely dis
appeared from Sevillian architecture. In 1717 Baibas left

70Andalusia for Mexico.
For the great Retablo de los Reyes in the Cathed

ral of Mexico (1718-37), Baibas used a monumental order of 
three story estipites which Elizabeth Weismann likened to
"sky rockets bursting before our eyes, broken into poly-

71phonic rhythms, dissolved in dynamic shadows." It

69. Ibid.. pp. 114-15.
70. Kubler and Soria, op. cit.. p. 159.
71. Heismann, op. cit.. p. 130.
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would be difficult to exaggerate the importance of this 
altarpiece in its influence on eighteenth century reli
gious architecture and sculpture in Mexico. The Baibas 
style, which became known as the Churrigueresque, was so 
well-suited to colonial Mexican taste that it spread 
rapidly from the metropolitan centers to the most remote 
frontiers of New Spain. As would be expected, character
istics of the retable of the Cathedral of Mexico are 
evident in the organization and decoration of the retable 
of San Xavier. Villegas describes the estipites of the 
Retablo de los Reyes as "decorated on all sides that permit 
it, with statues, angels, cartouches, garlands, mould
ings. . .they seem the prototype for all architecture,
portals, and retables; for the art we call Mexican

72Churrigueresque."
The exact derivation of the estipites of the San 

Xavier retable would be difficult to document, for it is 
likely that architectural and decorative details of this 
retable are a composite of remembered forms from previous 
altarpieces executed by its designer and artesans. A close 
metropolitan relative of the San Xavier estipites, both in 
time and style, seems to be those on the main portal of the 
Church of the Santi'sima Trinidad in Mexico City, attributed 72

72. Villegas, op. cit., p. 161
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to Lorenzo Rodriguez (1755-83), The basic forms and 
decorations of San Xavier's estipites can be found in other 
examples which reflect their Mexican Churrigueresque heri
tage. However, since the columns at San Xavier were built 
in place, of brick and carved stucco plaster, it is likely 
that the demands of the material allied with the imagina
tion and individuality of their artesan creators rendered 
them unique, and not direct copies of any others.

The estipites play a prominent role in the archi
tectonic scheme of the retable of San Xavier which is based 
on the tradition of column and lintel construction. The 
vertical estipites rise in orderly file and are bound 
horizontally by a cornice, thus defining the intercolumnio 
spaces or clears punctuated by figures of the saints.

These estipites with their minimum transition 
sections and delicate detail, may not appear adequate to 
support the heavy cornice and could be criticized for 
failing in their architectural function. However, the 
Churrigueresque estipite is not meant to look solid; its 
function is dynamic and devised to create movement, not 
stability. The estipite serves as an anti-gravitational 73

73. For a discussion and illustration of the por
tal, see ibid.. p. 156.

73



68
device of the retable, and a motif can hardly be condemned

74for fulfilling artistic purpose.
In conclusion, it should be pointed out that the 

domination of retable architecture by the estipite in the 
metropolitan centers only lasted from 1736, the completion 
date of the Retablo de los Reyes, until the rise of Neo- 
classicism following the establishment of the Academia de 
San Carlos, in 1783. An indication of the degree of 
popularity attained by the estipite is provided by Francisco 
De La Maza: "We remember that the command of the estipite
was short. . .from 1736 to 1783. . .But what city of New 
Spain does not, or did not have a facade, a retable, or a 
niche, without estipites?"^

God the Father
The bust of God the Father, or Padre eterno. 

flanked by angels, surmounts the retable of San Xavier in 
a semi-attic called the cascaron or zona del casauete. 
(Figure 12.) The Eternal Father has his right hand raised 
in benediction or blessing as iconographically prescribed, 
and the impression of mature age, a characteristic feature 
applicable to a representation of the Father, is naturally 
and correctly portrayed. The place of honor He occupies 74 75

74. Weismann, op. cit.. p. 132
75. Francisco De La Maza, op. cit., p. 38.
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above the altar, together with the globe of the world which 
He holds with the left hand like an emperor, confirms His 
superior dignity and exaltation above all. The orb, or 
globe of the world, is an attribute restricted almost 
exclusively to representations of the Eternal Father in 
Christian iconography; probably because He was regarded as 
the principal agent in the work of creation, or to symbo
lize His infinite power as the Almighty Creator. Power 
could be considered as His peculiar attribute. He has 
been considered also as the patron of armies and of 
battles. Jeanne d'Arc is supposed to have carried a white
standard depicting the figure of God the Father with the

77world in his hands. ‘ The iconography of the globe
relates it to the sphere which is a "whole," and hence
underlies the symbolic significance of all images or
concepts which share this "wholeness," like that of the
world or eternity. In neo-platonic philosophy, the soul
is explicitly related to the shape of the sphere, which

78could impart further symbolism to its use. 76 77 78

76. The orb also appears in representations of 
Christ as Salvator Mundi (Savior and Redeemer), a very 
similar concept.

77. Adolphe Napoleon Didron, Christian Iconography,
trans. E. J. Millington (London: George Bell & Sons, 1896),
Vol. I, pp, 216, 222; Arthur De Bles, Saints in Art (New
"York: Art Culture Publications, 1925), p. 32.

78. Cirlot, op. cit.. p. 113
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The zone of the casquete seems symbolic of the

supernatural or celestial realm; partly because of its
location above and outside the more earthly retable, and
partly because of its form which encloses the retable and
completes the monumental niche above the altarpiece. The
casquete then, is symbolic of the celestial dome of firma-

79ment and of the celestial region.
A diary reference to the Church of San Xavier in

1849 describes the ceiling above the retable as being
painted with white, pink, and blue colors and having a

80light and airy appearance. This original decoration of 
the vaulting would certainly have had great significance 
to a symbolic presentation of a divine nature in the 
casquete zone.

The presence of the bust of God the Father and the 
figures of the angels, which recline on the arched cornice 
at His side, seem to confirm this interpretation. Mention 
of the angels as messengers and ministers from God is 
frequent in the Scriptures and is firmly established in 
Christian tradition. Heavenly contact with the created 
universe and with man is maintained through the angels, 79 80

79. Fernandez, El Retablo de los Reyes. op. cit. 
pp. 343-44.

80. From the diary of Judge Benjamin Hayes of 
Los Angeles, quoted in Fontana, op. cit.. p. 12.

#
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for they are the executors of God's VJill.®**- The symbolism 
of the angels with the Eternal Father in a celestial zone 
above the retable would seem to be the interlocking 
connection between Heaven and Earth, between God and His 
Church, and between the Church and the Saints of the 
retable below.

For about the first twelve hundred years of
Christianity, it appears that God the Father was not
portrayed in bust or full figure. His presence was in-

82timated only by a hand issuing from clouds or heaven.
An explanation probably stems from an early Christian 
belief that the scriptural references in Exodus, "Thou 
canst not see my face: for there shall no man see Me and
live," and also in John, "No man hath seen God at any 
time," were meant to apply to all attempts at picturing 
Him, as well as to the Father Himself.81 82 83

In the Western Chruch it was common to picture the 
Hand of God with the thumb and first two fingers extended, 
and the third and fourth closed. The three extended 
fingers represent the idea of the Holy Trinity, the two

81. George Ferguson, Signs and Symbols in Chris
tian Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959),
pp. 57-58.

82. Didron, op. cit.. p. 201.
83. Exodus 33:20; John 1:18.
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closed fingers the dual nature of the Son.®^ The customary 
idea of benediction, or blessing, embracing this symbol 
is reflected by the image of God the Father above the 
retable of San Xavier.

In the art of the High Renaissance, Raphael inves
ted the Father and Creator with a solemn and awe-inspiring 
physiognomy. In his fresco representing Theology in the 
Stanza della Segnatura, referred to as the Disputa (Dis
putation concerning the Blessed Sacrament) of 1509, Raphael 
executed a representation of God the Father which corres
ponds closely in dress, gesture, and setting to the bust 
at San Xavier. (Figure 13.) Raphael's use of raised 
plaster for the gilded rays and bosses representing the 
effulgence of Heaven, bear a remarkable resemblance to 
the effect created by the carved stucco of the San Xavier 

-'casguete. Linda Murray attributes this method of repre
senting the radiance of heaven to such precursors as the 
Paradise in the Signorelli frescos in Orvieto Cathedral.®^ 
Here, as with the estipites, a continuity of religious art 
between Italy and Hew Spain is indicated. 84 85

84. F. R. Weber, Church Symbolism (Cleveland:
J. H. Jansen, 1938), p. 49.

85. Linda Murray, The High Renaissance (New York:
Frederick A. Praeger, 1967), p. 54. For color reproduc
tions and discussion of the Orvieto frescos see: Enzo
Carli, II Duomo di Orvieto (Roma: Institute Poligrafico
Dello Stato, 1965), Plates 133, 135, 195.
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In the art of Europe the Eternal Father was 

represented frequently through the Renaissance period, but 
the subject was neglected in the art of the Baroque. How
ever, in Mexico and Latin America innumerable Baroque 
altars carry the figure at the top, and in the eighteenth 
century it appears on the facades of many churches, espe
cially in the High Andes.^ Examples of cognate representa
tions of God the Father are found in Mexico on the main 
retable of the 17th century Iglesia del Convento in 
Meztitlan, and in the seminary church of San Antonio, in 
Cuzco, Peru. The Meztitlan figure offers benediction 
with the right hand and holds the world globe in the left, 
conforming to iconographic tradition, and is surrounded by
winged cherub heads, similar to those on the San Xavier 

87retable. The Cuzco figure is represented as rising out
of a cloud with the right hand raised in benediction as
iconography prescribes, and is also similar to the bust

88of God at San Xavier.
The combined effects of time, moisture, and candle 

smoke have caused considerable flaking and deterioration 86 87 88

86. Kelemen, op. cit.. p. 107.
87. Manuel Toussaint, Arte Colonial en Mexico

(Mexico: Institute de Investigaciones Esteticas, 1962),
Figure 225.

88. Keleman, op. cit.. Plate 52.
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of the original decoration that enhanced the Divine 
figures and casguete vaulting at San Xavier. Today, only 
traces of painting and gilding remain to suggest the 
strong illusion of the celestial firmament that the scene 
above the retable once presented to the worshipers in 
the church below.

Medallion Relief Busts
The symbolic presentation in the celestial zone 

above the main body of the retable of San Xavier includes 
two busts that are set in medallions on either side of the 
bust of God the Father. The bust shown in Figure 14 is 
located on God's right, and Figure 15 shows the bust 
located on the left. The high reliefs representing a 
human head and neck are contained in a matched pair of 
elliptical medallions, surrounded by arabesque decoration 
and topped by a scallop shell, all executed in carved 
plaster. The decorations are gilded and the medallions 
and busts show the remnants of gilding and painting which 
have suffered considerable flaking and deterioration.

The facial characteristics and hair style of the 
bust on the Creator's right seem unmistakably masculine; 
the features exhibiting a masklike spiritual quality. The 
bust on His left appears of uncertain gender; reflecting 
youthful, delicate, or possibly feminine traits, but a 
quality of suffering is unmistakably portrayed. The
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relief figure on the Creator's left has an encircling band 
high on the forehead and bright red paint, which undoubt
edly represents blood, dripping from a gash above the 
right eyebrow. Traces of red paint also show on both 
sides of the face and neck, and appear to originate under 
the head band. The red paint was revealed when the recent 
cleaning removed an accumulation of smoke and grime which 
covered it. Its appearance encourages speculation rela
tive to the busts, but hardly provides a certain explana
tion of their meaning.

The busts have been referred to as representing
89Adam and Eve in descriptions of the Church of San Xavier. 

This identification of the busts would seem to be compat
ible with their location above the retable adjacent to the 
bust of God the Father, and also with the Old Testament 
-story of the Creation of Man. Adam and Eve adjacent to 
God the Father in the celestial caspuete zone might also 
relate to the redemption of man wrought by God in Jesus 
Christ, as set forth in the New Testament. This concept 
of redemption is generally "the deliverance of man, through 
the death and Resurrection of Christ, from the state of 89

89. Newhall, op. cit., p. 45; Rev. Celestine Chinn,
O.F.M. Mission San Xavier del Bac (2d ed; Tucson: Pam
phlet, Private Printing, 1951), p. 11 of un-numbered series. 
(Pamphlet available at San Xavier Mission.)
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estrangement from God that prevailed from the earliest

90days of man on earth. . ." Man's fallen condition, from
-which springs his need for redemption, is the result of the
sin of disobedience; man's fallen condition relates to
Adam and Eve and the origin of the human race in which

91each individual is inserted and grounded. If the bust 
on the Father's left is accepted as representing the 
feminine Eve, then the paint drippings would seem to be 
the result of carelessness on the part of the artesan 
for a wounded, bleeding Eve does not appear in the scrip
tures and cannot be related to either the theme of 
Creation or redemption.

The medallion busts might also be interpreted as 
representing Cain and Abel. The Old Testament states that 
Cain rose up against Abel, his brother, and slew him; 
and God questioned Cain about his brother's blood. This 
identity would explain the dripping blood and the wound, 
on the figure on God's left. Cain's sin in slaying his 
brother might have seemed symbolic of Man's fallen condi
tion, and related to a theme of redemption by the retable's 
designer. In the church of St. Savin (France) there is a 
fresco representing Cain and Abel offering their sacrifice 90 91

90. "Redemption,” Hew Catholic Encyclopedia, op. 
cit.. Vol. XII, p. 139.

91. Ibid., p. 141; Genesis 1:11.
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to God. Cain, the accursed, has no nimbus. Abel, the

92righteous, has a gold-colored nimbus about his head.
If the bust on the left of God at San Xavier was intended 
to represent Abel, its encircling head band might -represent 
a similar symbol of righteousness.

There is another interpretation of the pair of 
busts that would be compatible with the scheme of the 
retable and a theme of redemption. The busts may relate 
to Christ the Son and His sacrifice, in obedience to the 
will of the Father, to accomplish the redemption of man.
In this context the bust on God's left would symbolize the 
suffering Christ, and the bust on His right the Resurrected 
and Transfigured Christ. The encircling band on the bust 
of the suffering Christ would represent the crown of 
thorns, and the red paint could be interpreted as Christ's 
blood. Both the crown of thorns and blood are traditional 
symbols of Christ's Passion, which is central to the 
concept of the redemption of man. The symbolism of the 
scallop shell emblem located above each bust is discussed 
in detail later in this chapter, where it is determined 
that resurrection and salvation have been connoted by its 
use. The scallop shell above each bust relates them to 
the death and future resurrection of Christ, providing an 
interlocking clue to the symbolic meaning of the medallions 92

92. Didron. op. cit.. p. 69.
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and thus reinforcing the theme of redemption of man through 
the death of Jesus Christ.

There are probably other possible interpretations 
of the meaning of the medallion busts and their relation
ship to the retable and a theme. However, the busts seem 
more likely to be representations of either Cain and 
Abel or Christ the Redeemer than Adam and Eve, when the 
theme of redemption is considered. Each component of the 
San Xavier retable was undoubtedly intended to play its 
part in a total symbolic expression and the theme of 
redemption seems compatible with the scheme of the cas- 
quete and with the organization of the lower retable. 
Redemption, as a central theme of Christianity, seems a 
likely and appropriate theme for symbolic expression in 
the retable, and an interpretation of the busts as 
representing the death and Resurrection of Christ seems 
most appropriate to this theme.

If the detail of the busts appears coarse and 
undefinitive, an explanation may lie in their location 
above the retable and in the motivation of the artesans 
who formed them. The busts are seen from a distance, by 
undertain light, and the artists who created Churriguer- 
esque retables were preoccupied with total effect, not 
detail. 93

93. Meismann, op. cit.. p. 134.
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• The Virgin of .the Immaculate Conception 
Below the celestial casquete zone, the image 

occupying the most dominant and honored position in the 
hierarchy of the San Xavier retable plainly represents the 
Blessed Virgin Mary. (Figure 16.) The dramatic presenta
tion of the Virgin fills the upper central retable clear 
defined by the arched cornice sections and the two upper 
central estipites. The importance accorded the Holy 
Virgin in the retable's scheme is proclaimed by its prox
imity to the bust of God the Father, its high central loca
tion, the size of the figure, and the elaborate decoration 
of its vestments and niche.

The Virgin is represented standing on the crescent 
moon, enveloped in her cloak, with her hands devoutly
pressed together. The iconography is that of the Spanish

/Purisiroa or Inmaculada. the Virgin of the Immaculate Con- 
94ception. The Inmaculada1s direct celestial ties are 

represented physically by ropes with which the divine 
angels in heaven above hold back the drapery that hangs 
over her niche. Symbolically, these angel executors of 94

94. Weismann, op. cit. r p,. 15; "Mary, Blessed 
Virgin, Iconography of," Hew Catholic Encyclopedia, op. 
cit., Vol. IX, p. 374; DeBles, op. cit.. p. 39; Manuel 
Trens, Maria— Iconoqrafia de la Virqen en el Arte Espanol 
(Madrid! Editorial Plus Ultra, 1946), p. 164.
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of God's Will reveal Mary as the suitable mother for
Christ,‘ as she descends to earth on a cloud and crescent
moon. The five angels below the Virgin's niche complete
the symbolic drama in the upper central retable clear.
(Figure 8.) The three standing angels of the group support
the modillon of the Virgin's niche and seem to announce
the miracle of God's Wisdom to the worshipers in the church.
The central supporting angel wears a red sash and the
adjacent angels wear blue sashes. Judging from their sash
colors, the angels are representative of the first hierarchy
of the order of the angelic host, established according to
Christian tradition, by Dionysius the Areopagite.95 96 The
first hierarchy and highest order of angels includes the
seraphim, cherubim, and thrones. The seraphim are absorbed
in perpetual love and adoration and are usually associated
with the color red. The cherubim represent Divine Wisdom
and are usually portrayed in yellow or blue. The first
hierarchy of angels is believed to receive its glory

96directly from God. The heads of the angels appearing

95. Dionysius the Areopagite (1st century A.D.), 
was one of the few Athenians converted by the preaching of 
the Apostle Paul (Acts 17:34). The Greek writings which 
bear his name and which laid the foundation for the mysti
cal theology of the Church were generally accepted as 
genuine from the 6th century on, but modern scholarship 
indicates they were erroneously attributed to him.

96. Ferguson, oo. cit., p. 57; Didron, op, cit.. 
Vol. II, pp. 189-90.
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in the clouds beneath the Virgin probably represent other
divine ministers which support her descent. Pal Kelemen
states the opinion that angel heads, such as those
represented at Mary's feet, indicate the artist's desire

97to "Heap on as much decoration as possible." However,
the symbolic ideas of revelation and presentation are
implicit in the acts and gestures of the angels and in the
lambrequin-style drapery pulled aside over the niches.
The symbolic actions suggest the retable was intended as
a didactic device to give form to religious concepts.

Christian iconography relates the symbol of the
moon beneath the Virgin's feet to the woman of the
Apocalypse mentioned in the Revelation. This vision of
St. John refers to a woman clothed with the sun, and the
moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of 12 

98stars. The woman is about to give birth to a child who 
is destined to rule the whole earth. The child is caught 
up into heaven to the throne of God. The woman of the 97 98

97. Kelemen, o p . cit.. p. 110.
98. Clara Erskine Clement, Christian Symbols and

Stories of the Saints (Hew York: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1871), pp. 17, 20; Rev. 12:1. An altar dedicated to the 
Virgin of the Immaculate Conception in the East Chapel of 
San Xavier includes a representation of the Virgin wear
ing a crown with 12 stars. Since the Inmaculada on the 
main retable has a cloak decorated in golden estofado 
and the crescent moon under her feet, all attributes 
referred to here are included at San Xavier.
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Revelation has been interpreted as the Virgin and the
child as the Christ Child. It is believed that frescos
in -the catacombs depict the woman of Revelations repre-

gqseated as the Virgin with the Christ Child.
In the symbolism of the cosmic order, the moon is 

regarded as a duplication of the sun, but in diminished 
form. The moon's character is passive, since it receives 
its light from the sun and is equated with the feminine 
p r i n c i p l e . I n  this frame of reference, the symbolism 
of the crescent moon in the representation of the Inmacu- 
lada of the San Xavier retable possibly alludes to the 
Virgin Birth of Christ as well as to the doctrine of 
Mary's Immaculate C o n c e p t i o n . T h e  moon would refer 99 100 101

99. At Rome, Naples, Milan, and elsewhere, are 
winding underground passages called catacombs. Catacombs 
with niches were cut out for the burial of Christians and 
the ashes of lower class Romans. Catacombs were also used 
for refuge and for religious services. See Weber, op. cit.. 
pp. 55, 180-81. The oldest fresco portrayal of this type
is thought to be that of a mother and child from the cata
comb of Priscilla, Rome, 3rd century. See "Mary, Blessed 
Virgin," New Catholic Encyclopedia, op. cit..•Vol. VII, 
p. 369; Trens. op. cit.. p. 171.

100. Cirlot, op. cit.. p. 205.
101. The doctrine of Immaculate Conception desig

nates the belief that the Virgin Mary was free from origi
nal sin from the very beginning of her life; from her con
ception. The rest of mankind inherits a human nature 
infected with sin, because of the Fall of Adam, from whom 
the human race takes its origin. This doctrine is not to 
be confused with that of Virgin Birth. See "Immaculate 
Conception," New Catholic Encvlopedia. op. cit.. Vol. VII, 
p. 378.
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to the Virgin Mother, whose glory is borrowed from the .
Sun of Righteousness, Jesus Christ, as the light of the 
moon is reflected from the sun. The parallel concept that 
the eternity of the spiritual world is above the mutable 
and transitory nature of this world is also inferred by 
the Virgin above the moon, which has waned to a crescent.

Marian iconography is an element of Christian art 
that has been of great importance from the third century 
to the present in all Catholic countries. Beginning about 
the 14th century, overt allusion to the Immacualte Concep
tion appeared in various religious works. For example,
Mary was represented crowned by a halo in her mother's 
womb. The symbolic theme of the Inmaculada descending to 
earth on a cloud and crescent moon was created at the end 
of the 15th century. Representations similar to that of 
the retable at San Xavier appeared in the 17th century, 
particularly in works by Spanish artists. The painter 
Bartolome'' Murillo produced many examples in Spain.
Francisco Pacheco and Diego Velazquez also painted the 
Virgin of the Immaculate Conception in her traditional 
pose, as represented at San Xavier. Pacheco depicted 
the Virgin on an inverted crescent moon with a 12 star 102 103

102. Weberf op. cit.. p. 181; Cirlot, op. cit.. 
p. 205; Trens, op. cit.. p. 173.

103. "Mary, Blessed Virgin," New Catholic Encyclo
pedia. op. cit.. Vol. VII, pp. 369, 374.
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halo about her head, while Velazquez portrayed the Virgin
standing on a transparent white globe with a sailing ship

. , 104inside.
Historically, the worship of the Virgin was con

stantly on the ascent since the epoch of the Pontificate 
of Gregory the Great, at the close of the sixth century.
The passionate adoration of the Virgin had been among the 
causes for the persecution of the advocates of Kestorian- 
ism when the title "Mother of God" was disputed.
After a temporary setback by iconoclasm, images of the 
Virgin Mary became the object of even greater love and 
devotion. The Virgin was glorified in both the East and 
the West. The Emperor Heraclius had an image of the Virgin 
on his banner of war; Constantinople looked to the protec
tion of the Virgin against the Turks. Chivalry, above all, 
served the Virgin. Every knight was her sworn servant; 
and looked to her for success in battle and in more gentle 
enterprises, as the poetry of the troubadours attests. 104 105

104. Elizabeth Du Gue Trapier, Velazquez (New
York: The Hispanic Society of America, 1948), pp. 27, 35.

105. The adherents of Nestorius (d. ca. 451 A.D.) 
claimed that in Christ a divine and human person acted as 
one, but did not join to compose the unity of a single 
individual; also, that the Virgin Mary could not be called 
the "Mother of God," as she was termed by orthodox Catho
lics, because she bore Jesus as a man. His divine nature 
was not derived from her, but from the Father who begat 
him.
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The worship of the Virgin in Christendom was so complete 
that every cathedral and most spacious churches had a 
chapel dedicated to her."*"®̂

One of the devotions most typically Spanish, which 
rooted in the popular, conscience, was that of the Xnmacu- 
lada Concepcion de Maria Santisima* It would be difficult 
’to exaggerate what this devotion represented in the soul 
and history of Spain. It was once a condition for a 
doctoral candidate at the Universities of Alcala de Henares 
and Salamanca, in order to obtain his degree, to swear to 
defend the Immaculate Conception. In the wars with 
Flanders, it seemed at times more important for Spaniards 
to fasten the sign of the Ave Maria on a city’s gate than 
to capture it. In this light, one can hardly doubt the 
-premise that there is no town in Spain so remote that it 
- is without a hermitage or shrine dedicated to the Madre 
de Dios.106 107

Sculptured images relating to the devotion of the 
Virgin Mary and the Passion of Christ acquired great 
importance during the 16th century in Mexico. Over the

106. Henry Hart Milman, History of Latin Chris
tianity (London: John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1857),
Vol. VI, pp. 239-40.

107. Jose Luis de Arrese, Arte Reliaioso en un
Pueblo de Espana (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investi-
gaciones Cientificas, 1963), p. 563.
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period of three centuries, images relating to these
devotions became the religious driving force of life

108throughout Hew Spain.
The Marian cult arrived in Hew Spain with Hernan 

Cortes and advanced into the New World with him. The 
standard-banner that accompanied Cortes throughout the 
conquest had a representation of Mary expressing the 
mystery of the Purlsima Concepcion on one side and the 
coat of arms of Castile and Leon on the reverse side. 
(Figure 17.) Thus, the landing of Cortes heralded the 
arrival of a new cult, a new art, and a new religion in 
the New World. The Virgin of the Immaculate Conception on 
Cortes' standard seems to reflect the trend toward natur
alism usually associated with 16th century Spanish-Italian 
Renaissance art. The spiritual austerity of medieval
Gothic figures has been replaced by a more naturalized

109figure that reflects the ideals of antique beauty.
Some features of the Inmaculada of the San Xavier 

retable bear a striking similarity to the image on the 
standard of Cortes. It is interesting to compare Figures 108 109

108. Xavier Moyssen, Mexico— Angustia de Sus
Cristos (Mexico: Institute Nacional de Antropologia e
Historia, 1967), p. 27.

109. Justino Fernandez, El Retablo de los Reyes. 
op. cit.. pp. 15-17. The standard of Cortes is preserved 
in the Museo Nacional de Historia de Chapultepec.
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17 and 18, noting the resemblance between the facial fea
tures and hands of the two Virgins. The mouth, chin, and 
eyes of each face bear almost a family resemblance to one 
another, as if the Cortes standard had been the working 
drawing for the image at San Xavier. The features of the 
San Xavier Virgin seem to reveal the Spanish heritage as 
well as a certain indigenous quality which perhaps reflects 
the influence of Mexican artesans. The heavily accented 
eyebrows of the Virgin are reminiscent of native Mexican 
cult figures and also of Indian santos from New Mexico.11® 
Native facial characteristics are also notable on several 
of the retable's angel figures. (Figure 8.)

A discussion concerning the dating of the retable 
statuary at San Xavier is necessarily speculative because 
of lack of documentation. It is evident, however, that 
some characteristics of the Inmaculada seem to be compat
ible with a sculptural style which prevailed in Mexico 
before the late 18th century, when the Church of San 
Xavier was completed. The figure of the Virgin exudes 
the serene repose and dignified tranquillity that would be 
more characteristic of 17th century Renaissance style 
sculpture than of the 18th century Baroque. A suggestion 110

110. Willard Hougland and Donald Bear, Santos;
A Primitive American Art (New York: Santa Barbara Museum
of Art; Jan Klejkamp and Ellis Monroe Collection, 1946), 
p. 41.
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of contraposto in the Virgin•s hidden form, evidenced by 
what appears to be a bent knee behind the folds of her 
garment, recalls the stance of Italian Renaissance niche 
figures. The contained movement in the folds of the 
garments that drape the form of the Inmaculada contrasts 
sharply with the vivacity and transitory movement exhibited 
by many similar 18th century Baroque representations of 
the same theme in Spain and Mexico. This apparent incom
patibility between the Virgin1s sculptural style and San 
Xavier's construction date may indicate the figure was 
produced for another church before the 18th century. Also, 
the statue may have originated in an 18th century provin
cial workshop not abreast of current sculptural styles, 
or was perhaps produced in a traditional shop that dupli
cated statuary from 17th century models. In any event, as 
Elizabeth Ueismann points out, the problem of dating 
colonial sculpture is at best disconcerting. There is a 
problem of space as well as time. Throughout the colonial 
period provincial culture and art lagged behind the metro
politan styles of Mexico City.^^^

The decoration of the garments of the Inmaculada 
appears to be executed in estofado, indicating that the 
figure was probably produced in a professional workshop. 
The head and hands of the figure appear to be of wood

111. Weismann, o p .  cit., p. 4.
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finished with gesso and encarnacio'n. but it is difficult 
to assess the technique employed in the production of the 

— balance of-the-figure. The garments seem to be made of 
a material like canvas, which may have been draped over a 
form and stiffened with plaster. The niche of the Inmacu- 
lada is smooth plastered and decorated in a repeating pink 
and green flower and leaf pattern. The decorations are 
freely executed in the same fresco secco technique used 
on the other niches of the retable and in various wall 
paintings throughout the church. The flower paintings are 
probably intended to represent roses, which in either

112white or pink are a common symbol of the Blessed Virgin.
All niches on the retable are decorated with simply 
executed flower paintings which have a similar native 
Mexican quality about them, suggesting that they were done 
by the same hand. The rather flat linear style of the 
drawing implies they were probably inspired by European 
decorative engravings. (Figures 18 and 31.)

In conclusion, it is obvious that the representa
tion of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception was 
intended to play a major symbolistic role in the scheme 
of the rebable of San Xavier. The iconography of the 
.Inmaculada and the history of the cult of the Virgin are 
complex and are subject to several symbolic interpretations.

112. Weber, on. cit.. p. 177.
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However, the Virgin Mary's physical and. symbolic connec
tions with the divine region above the retable are 
apparent. Through the mystery of the Immaculate Concep
tion and as the Mother of Jesus, the Virgin relates to the 
incarnation of man's redeemer in accordance with God's 
Will. The Virgin Mary provides a symbolic interlocking 
link between the upper celestial realm involving the con
cept of man's redemtpion, and the drama relating to the 
life of Jesus and the Church, which is presented through 
a cast of saints and symbols, on the earthly retable below.

The Saints
The origin of images and statues of saints is 

related to early Christian veneration of martyrs and their 
relics. These relics consisted of the remains of the 
bodies of saints, or objects previously connected with 
their earthly lives. Worshipers, in their religious 
devotion, tended to substitute available images and icons 
for the actual relics of their martyrs. In the latter 
part of the 8th century, reliquaries sometimes were made 
in the form of an arm or a finger. Thus, images also 
became a kind of reliquary in human form, and their use 
.became popular. The iconoclasts repudiated the use of 
images, but admitted the veneration of relics. In 787, 
the Catholic Church declared that veneration, not adora
tion, might be shown toward sacred images, but only in a
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relative manner. That is, veneration was to be addressed
not bo the image itself, but through it, to the original
person or object it represented. The intercessory power
attributed to saints and the efficacy of prayer directed
through their relics influenced the making of saint images
and the evolution of their iconography. Each saint seemed
to partake of the omniscience of Christ and was believed
to maintain a special interest and attachment to the
places, the companions, and fraternities of his life on
earth. The saint supposedly exercised, by intercession,
a beneficent influence in heaven, and was considered
tutelar within his special sphere. Over the ages, the
number of saints multiplied, and there was an increasing
tendency to deify them and to assign them an almost divine
power. Each religious order was bound to honor the saints
of the order, and it was the duty of all who wore the

113garb to spread their fame.
The traditional practice of providing each saint 

with an emblem or particular attribute, which in European 
art makes them familiar and recognizable, was sometimes 113

113. Henry Milman, op. cit.. pp. 238-44; R. L.
P. MiIburn, Saints and their Emblems in English Churches 
(London: Geoffrey Cumberlege, Oxford University Press,
1949), pp. xii-xvii; Juan Ferrando Roig, Iconografia de 
los Santos (Barcelona: Ediciones Omega, S.A., 1950),
pp. 9-11.
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ignored in M e x i c o . T h e r f o r e ,  identification of retable 
saints tends to be tentative. Of the reredos saints at 
San Xavier, only the image of St. Peter can be identified 
by surviving attributes. The dressed representation of St. 
Francis Xavier is identifiable by costume and historical 
context. Of the three remaining figures, only holes in 
their hands or garments remain where their missing attri
butes might have been originally attached, and it is not 
certain whether attributes were ever supplied the figures. 
All the figures, except that of St. Francis Xavier, have 
names painted on their base slabs, which provide the princi
pal grounds for their identity.

As historical accounts have revealed, church fur
nishings and items sacred to the Indians living at Bac 
were removed from the church for safekeeping during its 
extended period of abandonment. Perhaps some of the more 
portable figures of the saints were also removed for safety 
and their attributes damaged and lost. Since some repre
sentations are similar in size, attitude, and construction, 
the possibility of error in returning them to their 
original niches is conceivable. However, this discussion 
considers the figures of the saints relative to the exist
ing retable organization, which is assumed to be as it was 
originally conceived.

114. Heismann, op. cit., p. 169.
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Saints Peter and Paul

The lateral niches on either side of the Inmaculada. 
in the upper body of the retable, contain figures repre
senting Saint Peter and Saint Paul. (Figures 2 and 3.)
The figure of St. Peter, on the Virgin's right, holds 
two keys in his right hand and has a gilded nimbus about 
his head. The figure of St. Paul, to the Virgin's left, 
is emptyhanded but the gesture of the right arm and loosely 
clenched hand suggests that he once held an attribute. The 
names S. Pedro and S. Pablo are printed on the base slabs 
of the respective figures in black paint. (Figures 19,
20, 21, and 22.) The figures of Peter and Paul, as well 
as the figures of Simon and Andrew in the lower body of the 
retable, are similar in stance, construction, and vest
ment decoration. All are nominally nine heads high, 
indicating a slight elongation of body proportions.
However, this elongation is much less than the Manneristic 
figures of El Greco's later period, which were sometimes
twelve to fourteen heads high, embodying a sense of human

115and divine consciousness to inspire the beholder.
The saints Peter and Paul occupy the first place 

among Christ's Apostles and are so constantly associated 
in religious history and art, that it is difficult to 
separate them for discussion. When Peter and Paul occur

115. Hougland and Bear, o p .  cit.. p. 5.
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together, as on the retable of San Xavier, they are 
probably represented as founders of the Universal Church. 
The Church reveres St. Peter as its visible head, and St. 
Paul as the Apostle of the Gentiles. Paul, of course, 
was not one of the twelve disciples. When the two Apostles 
are portrayed together their usual location is on either 
side of the Savior or the Virgin Mary, wearing either a 
blue or green tunic and a white or yellow m a n t l e . W i t h  
respect to placement on the retable and the colors of 
their painted vestments, the images of Peter and Paul are 
compatible with their iconography. Both figures are 
represented as wearing blue tunics with red and gold 
decoration and have white and gold mantles over their 
shoulders and arms.

As previously indicated, all four of the statues 
in the lateral clears of the retable of San Xavier are of 
similar construction. The heads, hands, and feet, are all 
of carved wood and are finished in encarnacion. They have 
Spanish facial features, simulated eyes, and rather finely 
carved and painted hair, beards, and mustaches. The bodies 
of the four figures seem to be of the type where cloth 
garments were stuffed, fitted with the head, hands, and 
feet, then molded to shape and stiffened with plaster and 
gesso. 116

116. Clement, op. cit.. pp. 250-51, 253.
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Judging from the painting on the garments of these 

four figures, it is likely that they were furnished to 
the retable builder with only the flesh areas finished and 
the balance of the body en bianco. The vestments on these 
figures all seem to be painted in a manner similar to the 
niche drapery and other retable decoration, indicating 
they may have been finished at San Xavier by the retable 
painters, and not by the workshop that produced them.

The keys held by the image of S. Pedro are tradi
tionally assigned attributes and are portrayed as such in

117early 8th century mosaics. (Figure 21.) One of
S. Pedro's keys is gilded and the other is painted to
represent silver or perhaps iron. They recall Peter's
confession and the statement of Jesus regarding the office
of the keys, which he committed to the Church on earth:

Thou art Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail 
against it. I will give unto thee the keys of 
the kingdom of Heaven; whatsoever thou shalt 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and 
whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.118

Peter is usually portrayed with a gold and a silver key, 
signifying his power to bind and to loose, or when they are 117 118

117. The earliest example in Italy is found in the
apse of S. Salvatore alia Scala Santa, Rome, See George 
Kaftal, Iconography of the Saints in Central and Southern 
Italian Schools of Painting (Florence: G. C. Sansoni
Editorc, 1965), p. 875.

118. Matthew 16:13-19.
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gold and iron, they represent the keys to heaven and hell.
Sometimes a third key is also added, to express dominion

119over the earth.
The nimbus which surrounds the head of S. Pedro 

expresses his distinctive character and the Glory of God 
which has been bestowed upon him. The Apostles are always 
properly adorned with the plain round nimbus, as are all 
the various orders of saints and martyrs. The nimbus is 
placed, like a crown, on the head, which is the noblest, 
loftiest, and most conspicuous portion of the human body. 
Ancient liturgical writings of the Christian Church reveal 
that the trunk of the human body may be interred anywhere 
when separated from the head, but that the head must be 
buried in consecreated ground. Thus the head is the 
natural place for insignia employed to distinguish or 
classify various ranks of men. The king is recognized by 
his crown, the pope by his tiara, the bishop by a mitre. 
The saints and Apostles are recompensed for their services 
and deeds by the nimbus in witness of the faith they 
preached and propagated. In early Christian art, either 
divine hands from heaven or descending angels are 
depicted offering crowns to the martyrs, by command of 
God. The nimbus is not commonly found in Christian art

119. Weber, op. cit.. p. 194; Clement, op, cit.
p. 253 #
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before the 6th century, but its presence is constant by 
the 9th century. God as the Father, or the Son, had a 
circular nimbus resembling that of the saints, but the 
nimbus of the former was divided diagonally by intersect
ing lines in the form of a cross as a special mark of

1 9Cidistinction.
The lives of Peter and Paul intertwine as Apostles 

but their backgrounds and personalities were markedly 
different. Peter was born Simon, the son of Jona, and 
was an inconspicuous fisherman until he and his brother

121Andrew were called by Jesus to become "fishers of men." 
Among the disciples, Simon, who was called Peter by Jesus, 
has an eminence which is documented in the Acts of the 
Apostles and in the Gospels. His name heads the apostolic 
lists and he is the usual spokesman for the Apostles. He 
.seemed a very human character; not always too consistent 
and given to impulsive statements which he later regretted. 
Fear led him to deny that he knew Jesus at the time of 
His trial. Peter's qualities of leadership, his ardent 
love for Jesus, and his enthusiastic faith in Christ as 
the Son of God, made up for his failings. Jesus singled 120 121

120. Didron, op. cit.. Vol. I, pp. 72, 92-99;
Carl Van Treek and Aloysius Croft, Symbols in the Church 
(Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1936), pp. 4-7;
De Bles, op. cit.. pp. 9, 28.

121. Matthew 4:19
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out Peter on several occasions for special consideration.
He sat in Peter's boat as He preached to the multitude on 
the shores of Lake Bennesaret. Hhen Jesus was walking on 
the water of the lake. He called to Peter to come.to Him. 
Jesus chose Peter as his companion in the Garden of Geth- 
semane the night before the Crucifixion and also took 
Peter along to Mount Tabor to witness the Transfigura
tion. Peter was spokesman on the day of Pentecost when 
the Universal Church was founded.

After the ascension, Peter began the mission in 
which he never faltered. He preached first in the city of 
Palestine, was imprisoned there, but escaped through a 
miracle and eventually came to Rome to preach, where both 
he and Paul were eventually imprisoned and condemned. 
Traditions disagree in regard to where Peter suffered. 
According to one, he was crucified head downward on the 
summit of Mons Janicula, where the church of San Pietro 
in Montorio stands. In another version, his crucifixion 
took place in the circus of Caligula at the foot of the 
Vatican. According to general Christian tradition Peter's
powers and prerogatives passed to the bishops of Rome,

122who claimed to be his successors. 122

122. Herbert Thurston and Donald Attwater, Butler's 
Lives of the Saints"(New York: P. J. Kenedy & Sons, 1956),
Vol. II, pp. 664-69; John Coulson (ed.). The Saints (New 
York: Hawthorn Books Inc., 1960), pp. 369-70; Clement,
op. cit., p. 254.
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Paul, although he never saw Jesus or heard him 

preach, was one of the greatest preachers and organizers 
of the early Christian Church. He was instrumental in 
transforming Christianity into a universal religion. Paul, 
born Saul, helped to suppress the Christians before his 
conversion. On a journey from Jerusalem to Damascus, Saul 
had a vision of Christ crucified, which temporarily blinded 
him, and as a result was converted to Christianity. He was 
largely responsible for a great period of conversion and 
organization which witnessed the propagation of the faith 
throughout the Near East. St. Paul formulated the language 
and systematized the doctrines of Christian theology. He 
was one of the great moral and spiritual teachers. His 
epistles were written to the congregations of the churches 
he founded, and dealt with theology, discipline, and church 
•procedure. Paul has been described as being harsh, diffi
cult, and uncompromising at times. He had a dispute with
Peter in the city of Antioch which led to the termination

123of Paul's ministry there.
At Jerusalem, Paul fell into the hands of his 

enemies and was imprisoned for his Christian activities. 
After some two years of confinement he was tried, but 
sent to Rome. There, his imprisonment was continued for 123

123. Galatians 2:11-21; Ferrando Roig, o p . cit..
p. 213.



100
at least two more years. It is believed he was acquitted 
on his first trial, but was later re-arrested and condemned.

The date and manner of Paul's martyrdom are uncer
tain. Tradition relates that he was beheaded at Tre 
Fontane between 66 A.D. and 68 A.D. The church called 
San Paolo dell Tre Fontane, near Rome, is built over
fountains said to have sprung at the three places St.

1 0 4Paul's head fell and bounded after his beheading.
While Peter's significance to the retable of San 

Xavier is linked to his association with Jesus and his 
position as the first head of the Church, Paul's relation
ship to the altarpiece stems from his role as organizer of 
the Church and propagator of the new religion.

St. Andrew
The niche containing the statue of St. Andrew is 

located in the lower right hand clear of the retable, 
directly below that of St. Paul. What appears to be the 
name S. Andres is barely distinguishable on the statue's 
base slab and is painted in a manner similar to that of 
the other saints. Surviving decoration on the figure's 
plaster vestments indicate that they were at one time 
painted russet red with a black pattern, and had gold trim. 124

124. Thurston and Attwater, op. cit.. Vol. II, 
pp. 669-72; Coulson, op. cit.. pp. 347-49; Clement, 
op. cit.. pp. 250-51.
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The same construction and painting techniques previously 
suggested for the statues of Peter and Paul also apply to 
that of Andrew.

The detail photograph of Andrew's upper body, . 
Figure 23, provides an insight into the statue's construc
tion. The figure's broken nose and left hand fingers 
confirm the assumption that the heads and hands are of 
carved wood. The chipped area on the statue's forehead 
and the edges of the broken nose section show the coat of 
gesso that was put on the wood before the encarnacion 
finish was applied. Also, the dislodged left eye shows 
the technique of simulation that was used for the eyes of 
all four statues. In addition, there are two holes of 
small diameter in the figure's left hand, indicating where 
the saint's attribute was probably attached.

In addition to"the name painted on the base, a
further clue to this figure's intended identity is
provided by its divided beard. Iconographical references
describe St. Andrew as represented with long flowing hair
and a beard which is divided. He usually holds a Gospel

125book, a scroll, or leans on a cross.
The relevance of St. Andrew to the retable scheme 

is through his relationship with Jesus and Peter. Though

125. Kaftal on. cit.. p. 59; Clement, op. cit.
p. 50. .
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relatively little is told of Andrew in the Scriptures,
the Gospels cite Andrew as the brother of Simon Peter and
state that he was one of the first to become a disciple
of Jesus. Andrew was initially a follower of John the
Baptist, and it was John who identified Christ to Andrew
as the "Lamb of God." Andrew immediately followed
Jesus and thus has the distinction of being known as His
first disciple. He is the one who brought his brother,
Simon Peter, to Jesus. James and John were also called
to serve Christ at this time and Andrew appears with them
and his brother at the head of the list of the twelve 

127disciples. It was Andrew who brought to Jesus the
boy whose lunch of five barley loaves and two fishes fed

1 28the crowd of 5000.
There are various fragmentary accounts of Andrew's 

later life, which report that he preached in Scythia, 
Russia, and Greece. He supposedly returned to Jerusalem 
after preaching in Russia and then visited Greece and the 
city of Patras in Achaia. There, among others, he 
reportedly converted Maximilla, wife of the proconsul 
Aegeus. She made a public confession which so enraged her 
husband that he condemned Andrew to be crucified. 126 127 *

126. John 1:35-44; Matthew 4:18.
127. Luke 6:14.
128. John 6:8-13.
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Among the diverse opinions regarding the cross on

which Andrew suffered is a general belief that he died on
an X-shaped cross saltire about 60 A.D. He was supposedly
fastened to this cross with cords rather than nails.
However, there is some question regarding the association
of the saltire form of cross with St. Andrew before the
14th century. In the 4th century part of the relics of
St. Andrew were reportedly taken to Scotland, but another
account says his relics were stolen from Constantinople
in 1210, and are now located in the Cathedral of Amalfi 

129in Italy. It can be seen that St. Andrew's place on
the retable, below Paul, may be indicative of a lesser 
rank of importance than Paul. But his close association 
with Jesus, and his extensive missionary work, are com
patible with the retable's emphasis on the life of Jesus 
and growth of the Church.

Simon
The fourth figure located in the niche of the 

lower left hand clear of the retable, directly below 
that of St. Peter, has been referred to as Simon.129 130 The 
figure is shown in Figures 24 and 31, and is represented

129. Thruston and Attwater, op. cit.. Vol. IV, 
pp. 450-51; Weber, op. cit.. p. 200; Coulson, op. cit.. 
p. 29.

130. Hewhall, o p . cit., p. 44.
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as wearing a white garment with blue flower decorations 
and is constructed and painted in a manner similar to the 
other three retable saints. The detail photograph of 
Figure 24 plainly shows a hole in the left hand where an 
attribute may have been affixed. The name, which was once 
painted on the base slab, is all but illegible, but the 
surviving traces are compatible with the form of the 
Spanish name Simon.

If this niche was originally intended to hold a 
figure of the Apostle Simon, his relationship with the rest 
of the retable scheme seems to be less clearly apparent 
than that of Peter, Paul, and Andrew. Apart from listing 
him among the twelve disciples, the New Testament offers 
little information about Simon. He is distinguished in 
the Gospels and in Acts from Simon Peter by the name, "the 
Zealot," referring either to his zeal for his work or his 
membership in a Jewish political group called the Zealots. 
Another surname, "the Cananean," is sometimes associated 
with Simon, suggesting that he was the bridegroom at a 
marriage feast at Cana, who, after witnessing one of 
Jesus' miracles, left the feast to follow Him.

Nothing certain seems to be known of Simon the 
Zealot after the beginning of the church recorded in Acts."*"^ 
Western tradition in Roman liturgy relates that after 131

131. Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13; Mark 3:18.
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preaching in Egypt, he and St, Jude went as missionaries
to Persia where they suffered martyrdom. Historical
evidence to support the events of Simon's apostolic life
or his death are lacking, but he is said to have been

132sawn asunder or killed with a sword.
Other than his relationship as one of the disciples 

of Jesus, no strong link can be established between Simon 
the Zealot and a retable scheme involving Peter, Paul, 
and Andrew. Simon's obscurity lends credence to the 
possibility that the retable figure is not meant to 
represent him. It is possible that the illegible name on 
the statue's base has been misread or misinterpreted. 
Perhaps another Apostle more renowned in his connection 
with the life of Jesus and the founding and propagation 
of Christianity was originally represented in this niche.

— Or the-name Simon may be correctly read and the niche 
was intended to contain a figure named Simon, but not 
Simon the Zealot.

In addition to Simon the Zealot, George Kaftal 
gives the iconography of two Franciscan saints with the 
name of Simon. They are the Blessed Simon Camporelli of 
Terni and Blessed Simon DiCollozzone of Todi, both 
ordained by St. Francis of Assisi. The only apparent link 132

132. Coulson, op. cit.. p. 417; Thurston and Att- 
- water, op. cit., VoL IV, pp. 213-14; Kaftal, op. cit.. p. 
1039.
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these saints might have to the San Xavier retable would
be through the Franciscan Order, a less strong connection,

133-even, than that of Simon Zealot to the retable scheme.
If the name on the base is Simon, and has been 

Misinterpreted, perhaps the intended meaning of the name 
is revealed by the Gospel of Matthew. This interpretation 
is highly speculative, but if correct, would relate the 
fourth figure to the retable and its theme in a more posi
tive way. In Matthew 16:16-18 (St. James version), Simon 
Peter replies to Jesus' query: "Whom say ye that I am?" 
with the answer: "Thou art the Messiah, the Son of the 
living God." Jesus then replies, "And I say also unto 
thee, thou art Peter, and upon this rock. . ." In the 
New English Bible. Jesus1 words are translated from the
Greek as: "And I say this to you: You are Peter, the

134-Rock; and on this rock. . ." -The implied parallel
here seems to be that as "messiah" in Simon's reply was 
a title, so "Peter" in Jesus' statement is not just a 
personal name but a name denoting a function or office. 
The function is clearly stated as that of a rock, for the 
foundation of His Church. 133 134

133. Kaftal, on. cit.. p. 1043.
134. The New English Bible (Oxford University 

Press, Cambridge University Press, 1961).
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The Greek word for Peter is Petros (masculine) and

the word for rock is petra (feminine). John Coulson
points out that in Aramaic, the dialect spoken by Jesus,
the origin of the name "Peter" was Kepha. and is identical

135with the Aramaic word for "rock." Thus Jesus was say
ing, "Thou art Rock, and upon this rock I will build my 
church." The name Simon referred only to the person; the 
title Peter referred to Simon's function to provide the 
substructure which would support the foundation stones of 
the church, the bedrock. Jesus seems to have said that 
the church must have an unshakable stability to survive, 
and this stability would be provided by Simon Peter, the 
rock which would support it. Simon Peter is thus the 
source of superior stability for the church, not as the 
fallible man (Simon), but as endowed with a function 
(Peter).

In this context the retable of San Xavier could 
logically include figures of both Simon and Peter to 
express the dual meaning of the name Simon Peter. The 
figure of Peter with that of Simon directly beneath it 
would express both the concept of the founding, and the 
function of support of the Universal Church. This inter
pretation would be compatible with a dominant retable 
-theme of redemption; supported by sub-themes of the life 135

135. Coulson, op. cit.. p. 369.
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and death of Jesus, the creation of the Christian Church 
and the propagation of the faith. Such sub-themes would 
.embrace the symbolism of the Virgin as the mother of 
Jesus, and the saints, Peter, Paul, and Andrew, as 
disciples intimately involved with the life and redemptive 
death of Jesus, and the founding and subsequent propaga
tion of Christianity. Of course Simon the Zealot, by 
virtue of his place as one of the disciples of Jesus, and 
his probable role as a missionary, is not out of place in 
the retable scheme. But the dual presentation of Simon 
Peter lends more logic to the figural organization of the 
biblical saints, and more strongly supports the retable 
theme.

St. Francis Xavier
The lower central clear of the main retable con

tains a dressed figure representing St. Francis Xavier, 
the name-sake of the mission and original church founded 
by the Jesuit, Eusebio Francisco Kino. Father Kino named 
the church in honor of his chosen patron who, Kino believed, 
had once responded to prayers and saved his life when he 
was mortally ill.136 The Franciscan builders of the pres
ent church thus honored the original mission, the Jesuit

136. Chinn, O.F.M., op. cit.. p. 11 of un-num- 
bered series; Newhall, op. cit.. p. 13; Bolton, op. cit.. 
pp. 97-8.



109
Order, and Father Kino by continuing to use the original 
name for their church and glorifying the image of San 
Xavier on the main retable. This concession was probably 
deemed necessary to preserve a feeling of traditional 
continuity among the Indians.

The figure of San Xavier consists of a head and 
hands of what appears to be carved wood with an encarna- 
cion finish, and a rough wooden body form intended for 
changeable vestments. The statue's realistic facial 
features appear to have Spanish characteristics. The head 
has simulated eyes and a finely carved and painted beard 
and mustache. An additional illusion of reality is 
provided by cloth vestments consisting of a black Jesuit 
cassock, white satin surplice or chasuble, with matching 
stole, and a black biretta. (Figure 25.)

.'The symbolism of the surplice outer garment
probably alludes to the dress Pilate ordered placed on 
Christ as "King of the Jews" and also recalls Christ's 
seamless garments for which the soldiers on Calvary cast 
lots. As this outer garment covers the other vestments, 
its symbolic meaning is Christian charity and protection. 
The stole symbolized the yoke of Christ and the Christian 
duty of working loyally for His Kingdom, and the hope of 

-immortality. The biretta is a stiff, square hat with 
ridges on top worn by priests and members of the
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hierarchy. The color of the biretta may indicate the
ecclesiastical rank of the wearer; black is usually worn 

1 ̂ 7by priests.
It is quite possible that the figure of St. Francis 

Xavier, now honored on the main retable of the present 
church, may have been used in the church that Father Alonso 
Espinosa built at Bac. As discussed in Chapter 2, Espinosa 
probably built the second Jesuit church of San Xavier be
tween 1756 and 1759. A summary of Espinosa's tenure at Bac 
refers to some interior decorations for the new church:

Espinosa was elated by the completion of his church.
He continued to adorn its interior, ordering from 
Mexico City in 1759 a head and hands of San Xavier 
with a body "frame resembling the statue in Vera 
Cruz. . .138

A 1768 Franciscan inventory of Father Espinosa's church was
made following the Jesuit expulsion from New Spain. This
inventory lists a statue of San Xavier, which apparently
was moved to the present Franciscan church when it was

139completed around 1797. If the present figure of San
Xavier was originally used in the Espinosa church, it 
could pre-date the present church by at least 30 years. 137 138 139

137. Ferguson, op. cit.. pp. 94-5.
138. Donohue, op. cit.. Vol. II, pp. 134-5.
139. A copy of this Franciscan inventory is on 

file at San Xavier del Bac, Tucson, Arizona. Also see 
Hudson, op. cit.
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This intriguing question of the lineage of the 

statue of San Xavier indicates the uncertainty and poten
tial error that can be involved when Mexican sculpture is 
dated by reference to construction dates of the church in 
which it is found. The statue of San Xavier could possibly 
have been used by still another Jesuit church prior to its 
acquisition by Father Espinosa, and thus date much earlier 
than 1760. As indicated in Chapter 3, the Church in Mew 
Spain, as early as the 16th century, had urged sculptors 
to deliver their figures complete with carved garments to 
avoid the added expense of clothing them. But the appeal 
of a saint with a rich wardrobe prevailed, and by the 
mid-18th century the decrees of the Church councils against 
clothed figures had been forgotten. Thus most of the 
extant costumed armature figures date from the mid-18th 
century or later, which would be-compatible with the date 
of 1760 suggested for the figure of San Xavier.

Francis Xavier (1506-52), known as the "Apostle of 
the Indies," was one of the original members of Ignatius 
Loyola's Society of Jesus. He is described as one of the 
most devoted and self-sacrificing of the saints and 
perhaps the greatest missionary since St. Paul. He put 
up with appalling conditions and hardships, limited him
self to a minimum diet, and refused all material comfort 140

140. Kelemen, op. cit., p. 107.
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and convenience on his voyages. He worked with an effi
ciency hardly less remarkable than his Christ-like abneg
ation, in India, Ceylon, Japan, China, and other parts of 
the Far East.141 In India and Ceylon he is credited with 
having made tens of thousands of converts. He introduced 
Christianity into Japan, where he is reported to have made 
2000 converts, and met his death on the desolate island 
of Sancian, near Canton while on a mission to introduce 
Christianity into China.

The body of Francis Xavier was buried packed in 
lime, and after some two months, when his grave was 
opened, it was found to be still incorrupt and fresh. The 
body was taken to Goa, where it is still enshrined in the 
church of the Good Jesus. The Jesuit General Caudio 
Acquaviva ordered that the right arm be severed at the 
elbow and taken to Rome, where an altar was erected to 
receive it in the church of the Gesu. Xavier was canon
ized in 1622, and was declared Patron of the Orient in 
1748.142

141. Allison E. Peers, Spain, the Church and the
Orders (London: Burns Oates and Washbourne Ltd., 1945),
p. 54.

142. Thurston and Attwater, op. cit.. Vol. IV, 
pp; 474-81; "St. Francis Xavier," Hew Catholic Encyclo- 
pedia, op. cit.. Vol. XIV, p. 1059.
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Many miracles are attributed to St. Francis Xavier, 

but the real miracle of his life seems to have been his 
-Christian zeal and powers of persuasion. Through these 
qualities he endured extraordinary hardships and was able 
to convert thousands of Asians to the Christian faith; an 
accomplishment which inspired other Jesuits like Father 
Kino to face the challenges of New Spain. In regard to 
hardship and abnegation. Father Kino, the founder of 
Mission San Xavier del Bac, seems to have emulated his

zchosen patron while working in Pimeria Alta.
St. Xavier is honored on the retable as the patron 

of the founder and namesake of the Church of San Xavier 
del Bac. His impressive presentation on the retable 
relates to this traditional honor and is not indicative of 
his relative importance in the symbolic hierarchy of the 
..altarpiece. He relates to the symbolic theme of the 
altarpiece as a staunch pillar of the Church, like St. 
Peter, and as an outstanding missionary, like St. Paul, 
who was instrumental in the propagation of Christianity. 
St. Xavier probably epitomized the concept that the 
missionary religious orders were satisfying a belief that 
it was Spain's destiny to convert the pagan world to 
Christianity.

An appropriate summary of the general meaning and 
purpose* of the Saints on the retable of San Xavier can be
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drawn from the words of St. John Damascenes. The
eloquent apologist spoke in defense of the worship of
ecclesiastical images in the 8th century:

Images speak, they are.neither mute, nor lifeless 
blocks, like the idols of the Pagans. Every 
image that meets our gaze in a church relates, 
as if in words, the humiliation of Christ for 
his people, the miracles of the Mother of God, 
the deeds and conflicts of the Saints. Images 
open the heart and awake the intellect, and in 
a marvelous and indescribable manner, engage 
us to imitate the persons they represent.143

Estipite Cartouche Paintings 
On the front face of the inverted pyramid base of 

each estipite on the lower body of the retable is a small 
painting. Each painting is outlined by a carved plaster 
molding which recalls features of a Gothic quatrefoil 
frame. These cartouche-like decorations are located below, 
and to either side.of the figures of Simon and Andrew. 
(Figure 2.) The paintings on the two estipites which define 
the lower left hand retable clear (Figures 26 and 27), 
depict a golden ladder and a full leafed tree. The paint
ings on the two lower right-hand estipites portray a 
pyramidal shaped tree resembling a cypress, and a tower. 
(Figures 28 and 29.) These small paintings have faded but 
appear to have been executed in fresco-secco with a 
casein-type paint. The paintings have a flat, pale

143. Quoted in Didron, op. cit., p. 3.



115
v/atercolor quality, which resembles other larger wall 
murals and painted vault decorations throughout the church. 
The carved moldings that frame the paintings form part of 
the ornament of the estipites. However, the paintings were 
meant to be symbolic rather than decorative, as their 
small size renders them all but unnoticeable from the 
church nave.

Ladder
The ladder pictured on the lower left hand estipite 

has been a common symbol of iconography and spiritual myth. 
The symbolism of the ladder existed in mystic ritual and 
religious belief in the pre-Christian period. The earli
est beliefs related the ladder to an ascension from earth 
to Heaven. Ancient Vedic literature of India tells of the 
sacrificer mounting a ladder to ascend into Heaven. The 
Egyptians indicated in their funerary texts that a ladder, 
which linked Heaven and earth, was at the disposal of Ra: 
"The Ladder is set up that I may see the gods," says the 
Book of the Dead, and also: "The gods make him a ladder 
so that, by making use of it, he may go up to heaven."
Many Egyptian tombs of the archaic and middle dynasties 
have yielded amulets engraved with a ladder, or made in 
the shape of a ladder. In Islamic tradition Mohammed is
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supposed to have seen a ladder which the just climbed up 

144to reach God.
In Christian iconography, the ladder is associated 

with the passion of Christ and is also the symbolic connec
tion between the terrestial and celestial realms. The 
ladder is used as a symbol for the crucifixion of Christ, 
recalling his removal from the cross. A reed and a sponge, 
and sometimes a vessel of vinegar are represented with the 
ladder to symbolize the cleaning of Christ's wounds after 
the crucifixion."*"^^ The ladder can allude to the dream 
that came to Jacob on his journey to Haran: "He dreamed,
and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it 
reached to Heaven: and, behold, the angels of God ascend
ing and descending on it.""*"*̂  In the Gospel according to 
John, Jesus says: "Hereafter ye shall see Heaven open,
-and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the 
Son of Man. This phrase is interpreted to mean that
Christ is the ladder between man's earthliness and the 
heavenly Father's love.

144. Quoted in 1-iircea Eliade, Images and Symbols, 
trans. Philip Hairet (London: Harvill Press, 1961), pp. 
48, 50; Cirlot, op. cit.. p. 297.

145. Weber, op. cit.. p. 141; Henry Turner Bailey 
and Ethel Pool, Symbolism for Artists (Worcester, Hass.: 
The Davis Press, 1925), p. 95.

146. Genesis 28:12.
147. John 1:51.
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In Christian mysticism the symbolism of the ladder

embraces the essential ideas of ascension, gradation, and
communication between various vertical levels. The mystic
strives for a transformation into the likeness of Him in
whose image he was created. His path to this end is
imagined as a ladder, reaching from earth to Heaven, which
he must climb a step at a time. Symbolically, one passes
from ignorance and suffering to knowledge and wisdom,

148culminating in a union with the Divine. The ladder, as
a symbol of Christ's crucifixion, reinforces the dominant 
theme of redemption and also relates the earthly retable 
to the divine region of the casauete zone above by denoting 
a symbolic connection between the terrestial and celestial 
realms.

Tree
The tree, like the ladder, is a widespread symbol 

which shares its popularity in Christian art with the 
cross. The character of much ecclesiastical design has 
evolved from ancient tree worship and symbolism. At the 
beginning of Christianity the tree already symbolized

7
immortal life, wisdom, knowledge, and the universe.
Medieval legend teaches that wood of a tree which sprang

148. G. A. Gaskel, Dictionary of All Scriptures 
and Myths (New York: The Julian Press, 1960), pp. 439-40.



118
from a slip of the Tree of Knowledge was used for the cross

149on which Christ was crucified.
The symbolism of the tree, in regard to its con

sistency, growth, proliferation and generative-regenera
tive processes, denotes the life of the cosmos. The tree 
is a symbol of immortality and a sign of inexhaustible life. 
The Cosmic Tree is thought of as situated in the middle of 
the universe and connects the three cosmic regions of 
Heaven, earth, and Hell, as along one central pillar or 
axis.

The tree, with its roots underground and its long 
vertical shape and upward reaching branches, was especially 
adaptable to center-of-the-world symbolism expressed in 
terms of a world-axis. Vedic India, ancient China, as well 
as Western mythology and ancient religions, all held 
"different versions of the Cosmic Tree, whose roots extend
ed down into Hell and whose branches reached up to Heaven. 
Because of its upward, vertical reach, the tree is 
symbolically analogous to the ladder as a connection 
between the realms. Christian symbolism, and especially 
Romanesque art, show an awareness of the significance of 
the tree as an axis linking different worlds.

149. Arnold Whittick, Symbols. Signs. and Their 
•Meaning (London: . Leonard Hill Ltd., 1960), pp. 275-79.
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In Christian iconography the cross is often 

depicted as the Tree of Life. The tree corresponds to 
the Cross of Redemption in that the vertical arm of the 
Cross is identified with the tree and hence the world- 
axis. The tree is analogous to God's kingdom which is 
below as it is above. The tree's growth from seed, its 
roots, trunk, and branches symbolize the evolution of the 
Divine Life and typifies the entire cosmic process. This 
analogue manifests the Great Spiritual Universe which was 
contrived, energized, and sustained by God.**"̂ ®

The tree is also a symbol of man, or the human
being on all planes, as a miniature replica of the Divine
Being in whose image man is made. As God is a Tree of
Life, so man is the same. Symbolic reference to the tree
pervades both the Old and New Testaments. Genesis tells
of the Tree of Life and the tree of knowledge of good and
evil. The First Psalm blesses the godly who "shall be

151like a tree planted by the rivers of water. . ."
The cypress, as a particular kind of tree, is 

usually symbolic of mourning and death. This interpreta
tion of the cypress has been general since ancient times, 
and seems to be related to its vivid dark hue and its

150. Eliade, op. cit. . p. 44; Cirlot, op. cit.. 
p. 329; Gaskell, op. cit.. p. 766.

151. Psalms 1:16
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inability to sprout again, once it has been cut down.
Although this characteristic is not unique to the cypress, 
it was apparently associated specifically with the cypress.
In Greek and Roman times branches of the cypress are found
on Christian tombs and it is depicted in both Christian

152 . •and pagan cemeteries. The small cartouche painting
at San Xavier seems to depict an Italian cypress charac
terized by a slender tapering form. (Figure 28.)
However, it could also represent the balsam spruce tree, 
which has been identified as a symbol of the Virgin Mary.
In iconography of the Virgin, tree symbols which have the 
typical pyramidal shape of the cypress or balsam often 
denote Heaven. The balsam is also interpreted to be
symbolic of the Virgin as she ponders in wonder over

153heavenly tidings. The symbolic meaning of the tree,
like the ladder, alludes to the theme of redemption and 
denotes a connection between God the Father in the divine 
region above and the more earthly retable.

Tower
The depiction of the tower is barely discernible 

in Figure 29, but the painted structure is reminiscent of 
a cylindrical lighthouse. There is an arched opening in

152. Whittick, op. cit... p. 169; Ferguson, op. cit.. 
p. 15; Bailey and Pool, op. cit., p. 95.

153. Ueber, op. cit.. pp. 182-3.
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its lower section at ground level and a similar opening 
onto a circular balcony in its upper domed portion. The 
tower is painted brown and is set against a sky-blue 
background.

In Christian iconography the tower is symbolic of
a place of refuge and a defense against an enemy, and
usually refers to the Virgin Mary. The Catholic Church
addresses the Mother of God as "Tower of David" and
"Tower of Ivory" in the Litany of Loretto. The tower of
David as a symbol of the Virgin was probably borrowed
from the Canticles, where the tower is a symbol of
strength and protection in the lyric poetry of David and
Solomon: "Thy neck is as the tower of David, which is
built with bulwarks; a thousand bucklers hang upon it,

154all the armor of valiant men." Ivory is precious and
beautiful, and is symbolic of the great prerogatives of 
Mary and her immaculate purity.

Marian iconography also includes the tower of 
strength and beauty surrounded by the rainbow of hope.
The tower is depicted with a crown-like dome and a rain
bow passing through the drum beneath it. The rainbow is 
associated with God's covenant with Noah after the deluge 
and is therefore the symbol of hope. Mary is the hope 
of fallen mankind and the rainbow symbolizes the Virgin

154. Canticles 4:4
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upon whom the "Sun of Justice" shone in a manner that His
155spiritual beauty and virtue are reflected.

It is evident that the four estipite paintings 
make a significant contribution to the symbolism of the 
retable of San Xavier. The ladder, the trees, and the 
tower have several levels of meaning which are compatible 
with retable themes relating to the Church, the life and 
Passion of Christ, and the redemption of man. The ladder, 
like the Church, symbolizes the link between Heaven and 
earth. It is a symbol of the upward path of the soul in 
stages or steps of progress. Like the Cross of Redemp
tion symbolized by the tree, the ladder also recalls the 
crucifixion of Jesus and the cypress is a reminder of his 
passion and death. The tower is the symbol denoting the 
Mother of God, the source of man's redeemer who provides 
a refuge for sinners and protection for man against evil. 
These four small paintings reinforce the symbolic theme of 
the retable and through their symbolism connect the fall 
and salvation of man, which is the central story of 
Christianity.

155. Sister M. S. Justina Knapp, O.S;B., Christian 
Symbols (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1948), p.
79; Cirlot, op. cit.. p. 326; Van Treeck and Croft, 
op. cit.. pp. 99, 114.
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Decorative Motifs

All the surfaces of the principal retable of San 
Xavier are covered with richly carved and gilded ornament 
which serves both a symbolic and decorative function. The 
arabesque vegetation, scallop shells, cherub heads, and 
the gracefully looped back curtains over the niches of the 
saints, are traditional devices which characterized 
Baroque retable decoration in Spain and Mexico. The 
ancient scallop shell symbol is used as a decorative and 
symbolic motif on the retable and throughout the church 
of San Xavier. Angels and cherubs are used extensively 
all over the retable: they hold back drapery in symbolic
acts of revelation; bear candle holders to reveal and 
illuminate God's spiritual wonders; they play instruments 
to provide the music which always seems to accompany 
culminating moments of life and death. Many of these 
devices were used on the revolutionary Retablo de los 
Reyes by Baibas, and were repeated on the multitude of 
Churrigueresque retables which it inspired. These motifs 
have a direct lineage to European art and appear as 
architectural decoration in many Spanish and Italian 
churches.

There are two twisted cords with tasseled ends, in 
carved plaster, which appear to hang on either side of the 
niche of St. Francis Xavier. (Figure 2.) These cords are
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part of a decorative frieze, characteristic of the Fran
ciscan Order, which runs around the walls of the church on 
either side of the retable. The carved Franciscan frieze 
consists of a knotted cord running above pleated folds, 
like those of a priest's robe; the hem of the robe is 
hung with bells and pomegranates. The frieze begins under 
the church choir, at the portal end of the nave, and 
terminates on the main altarpiece. The cord which St. 
Francis of Assisi wore about his waist is symbolized in 
this frieze and is a favorite device of Franciscan deco
ration in Mexico. The cord or rope molding is also found
in Aztec reliefs and occasionally in late Gothic decora-
. . . „ . 156tion in Spain.

The vine and leaf ornament, which seems to dissolve
the surface of the retable in its infinite pattern, recalls
both Romanesque decoration and the Mudejar-influenced
Plateresque style of Spain and Mexico. In Romanesque
decoration the similar labyrinth-like foliage of the
Tree of Life was emphasized on religious architecture to
symbolize the world-axis and the theme of Christian

157entanglement with God. The Spanish love of a decorated
surface probably accounts for the popularity of the Plater
esque style ornamentalism in both Spain and Mexico.

156. Ueismann, op. cit.. p. 28.
157. Cirlot, op. cit.. p. 329.
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The vine and leaf symbol in earliest times repre

sented the idea of life and denoted a mother-goddess 
known as "the Goddes of the Vines," the source of natural 
creation. In Christian iconography the vine expresses the 
relationship between God and His people. The symbolism 
involves God as the keeper of the vineyard where the vines 
are the children of God. The vine is also interpreted as 
an emblem of Christ, probably following from his expres
sion of the relationship between God and man: "I am the
true vine and my father is the husbandman. . .1 am the vine,

158ye are the branches. . . "
Figures 7 and 30 show the carved decorative detail 

of the retable surface. Cherubs blowing trumpets are 
interspersed among the foliage on the estipite capitals.
The plaster cherub seated on the corner of the architrave 
(Figure 30) holds an instrument resembling a violin, and 
is the sole survivor of what was once a musical quartet. 
Three of the four cherubim that once shared the cornice 
were destroyed by vandals.

An angel blowing a trumpet has long been used as 
a Christian symbol of the Day of Judgment. Some of the 
Gothic cathedrals of Europe have such an angel on their 
eastern pinnacle as a reminder to those below that the

158. John 15:1-5



126
159final day of judgment is sure to come. Musical angels

seem to have been a traditional part of religious decora
tion in New Spain and were included in the first primitive 
monasteries of the orders that were established. They were 
first rather timidly depicted in frescos of cloisters and 
in sculpture on Renaissance retables and Plateresque 
portals. However, with the apogee of the Baroque, musical 
angels became ubiquitous. Cherubs with their instruments 
hovered about the cornices of retables and appeared in 
abundance among the gilded herbage of vines and clusters 
of decoration to celebrate with their music the triumph of 
the church and the glory of the Virgin and the saints. A 
typical example occurs inside the drum of the central dome 
in the Church of San Cristobal at Puebla. There, musical 
angel motifs consist of gilded and polychromed stucco 
reliefs and bear a close resemblance to those of San 
Xavier. They include cherubs blowing trompetas rectas 
(straight trumpets), and appear to be near replicas of 
those shown in Figure 7."^^

The symbol of the scallop shell is prominently 
featured on the retable above the niches of Saints Peter

159. Weber, op. cit.. p. 88.
160. Salvador Moreno, Angeles Musicos en Mexico

(Mexico: Revista Bellas Artes, 1957), pp. 10-11, 38.
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and Paul and as part of the medallion decoration. The 
casquete vault above the ratable, with its raised plaster 
bosses, also resembles a scallop. The shell form is 
significant to the decorative symbolism of San Xavier and 
reappears throughout the church. It is used to form win
dow and door heads, as a decorative element on the portal, 
to crown the Apostles' niches in the nave, and is repre
sented in fresco decoration of the choir.

The iconography of the scallop shell relates to 
the cult of St. James and the pilgrimages to his grave at 
Compostela in Spain during the Middle Ages. The tomb of 
St. James was supposedly discovered, with heavenly guid
ance, in the Spanish province of Galicia in the early 9th 
century. At the time of the discovery, the re-conquest 
of Spain from the Moors had begun and the bones of St. 
James were taken as a divine sign to sustain the courage 
of the Christians in their struggle with Islam. Over the 
necropolis where St. James lay. King Alfonso II built a 
church, and the town of Santiago de Compostella grew 
around it."*"̂"*"

361. Christopher Hohler, "The Badge of St. James," 
in The Scallop. Ian Cox, ed., (London: The Shell Trans
port and Trading Co., Ltd., 1957), pp. 51-53; Hellmut and 
Vera Hell, The Great Pilgrimages of the Middle Ages (New 
York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1966), p. 13.
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St. James1 first legendary reappearance occurred

in the 10th century, when he was seen on a white charger
bearing a white banner, leading the troops of the King
of Castile to victory at Clavijo. Thereafter, "Santiago"
became the Spanish battle cry."*"^ St. James' story
gradually unfolded with stirring detail as the reconquest
proceeded. The cult was established and the inspiring
legend of Santiago Matamoros (St. James the Moorslayer)
became widely accepted. By the 12th century, Compostela
was equal to Rome and Jerusalem as an attraction for 

163pilgbims.
The scallop shell was mentioned as the badge of 

pilgrimage to Santiago in the Liber Sancti Jacobi (1130 
A.D.). Written for the clergy, the book contained a 
pilgrim's guide which stated that shells to be attached to 
pilgrims' cloaks were on sale in booths near the cathe
dral. In the book of St. James in the Codex Calixtinus. 
it is stated that pilgrims returning from Jerusalem 
carried a palm and those from Santiago wore shells. The 
palm symbolized triumph and the shell good works.

162. Kelemen, op. cit.. p. 118.
163. Americo Castro, Santiago de Espana (Buenos

Aires: Emece Editores, 1958), pp. 26-29.
164. Hohler, op. cit.. pp. 54-56.
165. Walter Starkie, The Road to Santiago (New

York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1957), p. 71.
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The iconography of the scallop shell was estab- . 

lished long before the Middle Ages. In ancient times the 
shell was consecrated to Venus and considered the emblem 
of the female sexual organs, and the Romans used it as 
a charm against the "evil e y e . A  Greek urn (c. 400 
B.C.) found at Olynthus depicts the birth of Aphrodite as 
she rises full grown from a shell. A mosaic wall deco
ration uncovered at Pompeii shows Venus accompanied by

1  zr *7Eros and a Triton, who hold a scallop shell between them.
The birth of Aphrodite from a scallop is an 

illustration of the mystical creative power attributed 
to shells and the symbolism of birth and regeneration 
probably inspired their later ritual function. Scallop 
shells played an important part in Roman funerary rites 
and symbolized the resurrection of the deceased on many 
funerary monuments. This symbolism passed over into 
Christian art, where as late.as the Middle Ages snails 
emerging from their shells denoted the resurrection.

St. James, as the patron saint of Spanish military 
orders was carried to New Spain in the 16th century.

166. Vasquez de Parga, Las Pereqrinaciones a San
tiago de Compostela (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investi-
gaciones, 1948), Vol. I, p. 129; Eliade, op. cit.. pp. 131-2.

167. Sir Mortimer Wheeler, "A Symbol in Ancient 
Times," in Cox, op. cit.f p. 37.

168. Ibid., p. 45; Eliade, op. cit.. p. 131-32.
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Knights of these orders, such as Hernan Cortes and Pedro 
de Alvarado, helped spread the popularity of the cult in 
Spanish America. Throughout the Spanish conquest "San
tiago" was the war cry of the struggle against the. Indians 
as it had been in the past against the Moors.

The power of the St. James legend must have also 
been part of the religious zeal displayed by the Mission
ary Orders that brought Christianity to the New World.
The importance of St. James and the symbolism of the 
scallop shell to the Spanish padres was reflected in 
their religious art and architecture throughout Spanish 
America. In addition to the scallop shell symbol at San 
Xavier, there is a statue of St. James in a niche at the 
entrance to the apse. The scallop is also found as an 
architectural or decorative element in many Baroque and 
Rococo churches of Mexico and Peru.

Besides the aforementioned religious and cult 
significance of the scallop shell, there was possibly an 
analogy in the minds of the padres connecting the crusade 
against the Moors in Spain with the Christian crusade in 
New Spain. Perhaps in this way the scallop motif at San 
Xavier also expressed the religious conviction that the 
destiny of Spain was to convert the rest of the world to

169. Kelemen, op. cit.. p. 118; Starkie, op. cit.r
p. 44.
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Christianity. That the scallop shell emblem would have
expressed this aspiration is suggested by the diary of
Father Kino. He noted in 1692 that the legend of the Holy
Virgin's prophecy to St. James, which promised that Spain
would convert the rest of the world, was his (Kino's)

i  7 0destiny to fulfill.

The symbolic and decorative components of the 
principal retable of the Church of San Xavier reflect many 
age old traditions of mankind as well as aspects of the 
art, history, and iconography of Christianity. Symbols 
like the ladder, the tree, and the scallop shell, or a 
.major retable element like the estipite, have precedents 
in the pre-Christian period. On the other hand, the 
Indian facial characteristics of the retable's cherubs, 
or the indigenous Mexican quality apparent in some of the 
statuary and surface decoration, reflect influences that 
were active only a few centuries ago. However diverse 
the influences and traditions which originated and suppor
ted the evolution of these components, their intended 
meaning and purpose in the retable scheme undoubtedly 
derived from their symbolic inter-relationship. Each 
component is integrated into the total expression of the 
retable to present a central theme of Christianity in a

170. Bolton, op. cit.. pp. 122-23.



dramatic way. It is through the combination of the 
symbolism of its parts that the retable, as a whole, 
expresses the theme of redemption and fulfills its 
emotional intention.



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

The retable of San Xavier, when considered only as 
a material work composed of gilded and painted components 
devoid of their expressive religious character, probably 
would not be adjudged a great work of art. The retable's 
forms are traditional and consistent with the 18th century 
Mexican Churrigueresque style, and its individual archi
tectonic elements, sculptural images, and carved decora
tions, as the product of a learned craft activity, 
probably would not meet the criteria for art established 
by some aesthetic theories. However, the impressive 
quality of the altarpiece was not intended to depend on 
artistic merit alone, but was inextricably linked to 
symbolic religious themes.

The significance of the retable to the priests, 
its designer, and the worshipers of the Church of San 
Xavier, can only be apparent when it is viewed in its 
entirety, with a consciousness of the inter-relationship 
of parts united in a symbolic expression of spiritual 
concepts through the use of worldly materials. The whole 
retable is a monumental statement of Catholicism. Its 
symbolic character is immediately presented to the
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beholder by the gilded surface which expresses the concept 
of the divine spirit, faith triumphant, and all that is 
superior and glorified in Christian belief. Religious 
symbolism radiates from the golden surface to permeate the 
altarpiece and envelope its statuary and decoration.

No doubt the same motives that prompted the 
religious orders to construct vast and impressive churches 
and to decorate them luxuriously, led them also to surround 
the mass and services with symbolic display. The use of 
symbolism had the advantages of sustaining the enthusiasm 
of the Indians, who were sensitive to external spectacles, 
and of enhancing their devotion and respect for the 
ceremony at the altar.

The decision to construct the altarpiece in the 
Churrigueresque style stemmed from the dictates of current 
-Mexican ecclesiastical fashion, but the concept of its 
organization and meaning involved deliberate consideration. 
That deliberate consideration was involved in the retable's 
concept is confirmed by this study which indicates that 
each major component of the retable of San Xavier was 
carefully chosen to play its part in the total symbolic 
expression of the altarpiece; the chosen theme of the 
retable was central to the story of Christianity and 
concerned with the spiritual drama of the worshiper's 
life on earth in relation to a life to come; the theme
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was presented in a dramatic way to aid the padres1 task of 
conversion and dissemination of the faith.

Retable Themes
The evidence developed in the course of this 

research points to the overwhelming conclusion that there 
is a dominant theme supported by several sub-themes, which 
unifies the principal retable of San Xavier. The dominant 
theme is the redemption of man through the death and 
resurrection of Christ, which is central to the story of 
Christianity. The supporting sub-themes reinforce the 
theme of redemption by emphasizing the Virgin Mother of 
God, the life and-sacrifice of Jesus, and the creation of 
the Church and propagation of the faith.

The casguete or divine region surmounts the retable 
and establishes the dominant retable theme in the hierar
chical order of symbolism that is presented in the colossal 
niche formed by the apse. The conclusion that the medal
lion busts that flank the bust of God the Father above 
the retable represent the suffering Jesus and the 
resurrected and transfigured Christ is compatible with 
their configurations and the theme of redemption, as 
wrought by God in Jesus Christ.

The interpretation that the busts represent the 
suffering and transfigured Christ is supported by 
evidence developed in the study:
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1. The bust on God’s left wears a band symbolizing 

the.crown of thorns, which oozes blood, and has
■ features that express resigned suffering which

relates it to the crucifixion.
2. On God's right, the mask-like features of the 

bust are a convincing portrayal of ah artist's 
conception of unreality or a spiritual being, 
and allude to the resurrected and transfigured 
Christ.

3. Further confirmation of the foregoing interpre
tations is furnished by ornamental scallop shells 
above the medallions and the shell form of the 
casguete itself, whose symbolic meaning includes 
resurrection and salvation. The death and 
resurrection of Christ are central in the concept 
of the redemption of man and the Christian story.
The retable sub-themes, in a supporting hierarchi

cal order of symbolism, are presented through the repre
sentations of the Virgin Mary, the Apostles, St. Francis 
Xavier, and the paintings and decorations on the retable 
body below the casguete region. The representation of 
the Virgin Mary expresses the mystery of the Immaculate 
Conception and alludes to the birth of the Holy Christ 
Child. The Apostles Peter, Paul, and Andrew, signify 
the events in the life of Jesus, his death, and the found
ing and propagation of the Universal Church. The figure 
located directly below that of the Apostle Peter, which is 
identified as Simon, is concluded to be a representation 
expressing the dual meaning of the name Simon Peter which 
Jesus used in reference to the Apostle. This interpreta
tion of Simon links the figure to those of the other 
Apostles in a meaningful way and is compatible with the
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concept of the founding and support of the Universal 
Church and the sub-theme relating to the life and 
redemptive death of Jesus. St. Francis Xavier was honored 
on the retable as the namesake of the Church of San Xavier 
del Bac. He relates to the dominant theme through his 
successful efforts to convert Asians, thus providing them 
with the path"to redemption, and to the sub-theme of the 
Church as a missionary and as one of its loyal supporters. 
The importance accorded to St. Xavier by the size and 
elaboration of the figure and its niche was no doubt due 
to the custom of honoring patron saints, rather than to his 
rank in the symbolic hierarchy of the altarpiece.

The four estipite paintings and the decorative 
motifs make a significant contribution to the retable's 
themes. The symbolism of the ladder, the trees, and the 
"tower relate directly to redemption or the life and 
Passion of Christ and to the Church, while the decorative 
motifs are emblematic and refer indirectly to the retable 
themes.

The sub-themes, in embracing the symbolism of all 
the retable components, reinforce the dominant theme of 
redemption established in the celestial region above the 
retable in a dramatic way that offered a definite poten
tial didactic value for use by the priests.
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The estipite painting of the ladder is a symbolic 

reference to the crucifixion of Jesus and His removal from 
the cross. The tree corresponds symbolically to the Cross 
of Redemption and, like the ladder signifies a connection 
between Heaven and earth. The painting of the cypress 
tree denotes mourning and death, which further reinforces 
the symbolism of the ladder and trees in support of the 
dominant retable theme of the redemption of man through 
the death of Christ.

The interpretation of the estipite painting of 
the tower as a symbol of the Virgin Mary,.the source of 
man's redeemer, supports both the dominant theme of 
redemption and the sub-there relating to the life and 
Passion of Christ. The paintings of the ladder and tree, 
in denoting a connection between Heaven and earth, and 
the tower, by its reference to the Virgin Mary as a refuge 
for sinners and protection against evil, both support the 
retable sub-theme of the Universal Church.

It is significant that the symbolic representa
tions on the lowest, most earthly, part of the retable 
reiterate the dominant theme proclaimed by the scheme of 
the celestial realm of the highest part of the altarpiece. 
The reiteration of the retable theme of redemption is not 
as dramatically presented by the estipite paintings as
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by the busts above, but the symbolic reference of the 
paintings is equally clear and direct.

Decorative motifs like the vine and leaf ornament, 
carved on the retable surface and painted in the niches 
of the saints, are emblems of Christ and express the 
relationship between God and His people. The symbolism 
of the vine motif thus relates indirectly to the retable 
sub-themes of the life of Christ and to the Church.

The figural motifs of angels and cherubs also 
have an indirect connection with the themes of the altar- 
piece. The angels reveal the symbolic presentations of 
the retable by holding back drapery and illuminating God's 
spiritual wonders which relate to the dominant theme and 
sub-themes. The musical cherubs that once adorned the 
retable, like the winged cherub heads, are decorative and 
symbolic. The symbolistic implication is that the angels 
play music and sing praises to celebrate the triumph of 
the Church and the glory of the Virgin and the saints.

The acts and gestures of the sculptural angel 
figures appear to be symbolic of the intended didactic 
purpose of the retable: revelation of the central story
of Christianity and edification of the worshipers in 
the church.
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Retable Statuary

The study indicates that the statuary on the 
retable of San Xavier was the work of professional image 
makers and was produced in the workshops of colonial 
Mexico. For the most part, the style and features of the 
images reflect a Spanish and Italian heritage with a 
minimum degree of popularization. At least two of the 
images were not produced specifically for the retable and 
hence their production was not contemporary with the 
construction of the altarpiece. The following conclusions 
are indicated for individual figures:

1. The drapery and attitude of the figure of the 
Virgin Mary do not seem•compatible with the late 
18th century Baroque sculptural style that pre
vailed in Mexico when the present church of
San Xavier was built. The image was either pro
duced in the 17th century or was modelled after 
a figure executed in the Renaissance style. The 
facial features of the Virgin reflect a Spanish- 
Italian heritage, but the heavily accented eye
brows indicate an indigenous influence which may 
have been imparted to suit local taste after the 
figure was installed on the retable.

2. The statues representing the Apostles Peter, Paul, 
Andrew and Simon were probably produced by the 
same workshop, en bianco, and painted locally by 
the artesans who decorated the retable. The 
attitudes of the figures and holes in their hands 
indicate that they probably held identifying 
attributes. All four figures appear to be of a 
standard type of religious image based on a 
Spanish model, which was suitable for quantity 
production and whose identity could be varied 
according to its attributes.

3. The armature figure of St. Francis Xavier was 
probably acquired for the second church of San
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Xavier del Bac around 1760, and moved into the 
present church when it was completed.

4. Indigenous Indian influence is evident in the 
facial features and accents of the angel figures 
that support the molding of the Virgin's niche 
(Figure 8), and in other cherub decorations on 
the retable. The statues of the Apostles have 
traditional Spanish features but the painted 
flower and vine decorations that adorn their 
niches are executed in a flat, linear style, 
suggesting Indian rather than Spanish influence. 
The naturales were taught to copy European 
engravings in monastic workshops throughout
New Spain, which may explain the abstract, 
linear quality of engraved prints apparent in 
many painted decorations and murals throughout 
the Church of San Xavier.

5. Native Mexican and traditionally Spanish char
acteristics which coexist in the decorations and 
statuary on the retable are significant, indica
ting that Indians or mestizos were probably 
included among the artesans who painted the 
angels, added accented eyebrows to the figure
of the Virgin, and decorated the Apostles' 
niches. Whether native artists worked with the 
Spanish artesans believed to have been quar
tered at the mission during construction of the 
church is questionable, but not unlikely. 
Considering the frontier location of the church 
and the late 18th century date of its construc
tion, a combination of talent not likely in the 
metroploitan workshops of Mexico City could 
have occurred at San Xavier. If the church's 
artesans were sent to Bac from workshops in a 
provincial center like Queretaro, a combina
tion of Indian, mestizo and criollo talent 
would explain the fusion of indigenous and 
Spanish traits discernible on the altarpiece 
of San Xavier.

Retable Style
The architectural and decorative forms of the 

principal retable of San Xavier reflect the Churriguer- 
csque or estipite style of ecclesiastical sculpture which*
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developed as a distinct mode of Spanish Baroque art 
unique to colonial Mexico in the 18th century. Though 
retable sculpture was traditional on the whole, the 
Churrigueresque style allowed considerable individual 
artistic expression which is manifested in the components 
of the San Xavier altarpiece. Architectonic elements like 
the estipites are characteristic of the Churrigueresque 
and yet reflect an individuality that resulted from artesan 
expression and the demands of brick and carved plaster 
construction. The fanciful and extravagant forms which 
characterize the San Xavier altarpiece indicate the 
inventive heights reached by the imagination of the arte- 
sans who developed and worked in the Churrigueresque style.

The study has related the distinctive characteris
tics of the San Xavier retable to social trends as well as 
changing stylistic forces that developed in the metropol
itan centers during the colonial period of Hew Spain. The 
fact that funds for the ambitious project undertaken at 
Bac were obtained at all is indicative of support for the 
Church by the social structure in 18th century colonial 
Mexico. The flamboyance of the metropolitan Churriguer
esque retables that developed as a consequence of enthus
iastic acceptance of the Baroque style is apparent in the 
San Xavier altarpiece. The metropolitan Baroque style 
reflected the social mood of an affluent aristocracy that
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expended part of its wealth on sumptuous churches to 
assure a place in heaven. Funds to construct the church

Zof San Xavier on the desolate frontier of Pimeria Alta 
were perhaps the consequence of a pious act to assure a 
rich patron's future salvation, or a business loan based 
on a pledge of mission crops. The source and motivation 
behind the construction money for the church make little 
difference; the very fact that there was financial support 
is an indication of the strength of the Church in the 
colonial social structure of Mexico.

The retable style of San Xavier preserves rem
nants of Classical, medieval. Renaissance, and Baroque art 
and architecture which were brought to Mexico from Europe 
and compounded there into a unique expression of ecclesi
astical art. The fidelity of the San Xavier retable to 
the Churrigueresque estipite style indicates that it 
could only have been produced by experienced artesans 
who were trained in a tradition characteristic of the 
workshops of Mexico City and well-versed in a vocabulary 
of sculptural and decorative forms.

The San Xavier altarpiece, as an example of the 
Churrigueresque in its maturity, includes manifestations 
of French Rococo decoration which permeated the style in 
the late 18th century. The Rococo mood is suggested by 
the delicacy of the retable's ornamentation, the feminine
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grace in the looping lambrequin style drapery and curving 
arabesque details, the scallop shell motif, and the appear
ance of lightness created by the highly segmented form of 
the estipites.

Viewed in its environment of wild frontier condi
tions and evaluated in respect to its function for an 
Indian culture untutored by experience with Western art, 
there is no doubt that the altarpiece fulfilled its emo
tional and awe-inspiring intention. The retable theme of 
redemption was especially appropriate to a mission church 
in two respects; from the point of view of the padres, it 
signified that untaught pagans could be saved; from the 
Indians1 standpoint it assured them that their non-Chris
tian traditions need not prevent their achievement of 
salvation.

Whether the full didactic potential of the retable 
was ever realized is doubtful, since the changing fortunes 
of Spanish colonial rule in Mexico led to the abandonment 
of the church. However, the resplendence of the newly 
completed altarpiece can still be felt today. Contempla
tion of the retable can still transport the spectator to 
a world distinct from the everyday, to another reality 
that alludes to the art and religious history of the past. 
"The symbolism of the altarpiece provides a spiritual



quality that is enjoyable in the present, especially 
when understood in relation to the unifying theme of 
redemption.
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Fig. 1. Church of San Xavier del Bac



147

Fig. 2. The Principal Retable 
of the Church of San Xavier del Bac

/
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Pig. 3 ' Scriu.uatic Organization, Ratable of San Xavier



Fig. 4. Renaissance Style Retable in the 
Church of San Miguel, Huejotzingo (Puebla)



Fig. 5. Roman Herm in the Form 
of the Mythological God Mercury
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Fig. 6. Estipite Form in II Gesu Choir
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Fig. 7. Estipite Capital Decoration

Fig. 8. Retable Angels
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Pig. 9. Estipitc Form of Jose’ Churriguera in the 
Capilla del Sagrario for the Cathedral of Segovia

/
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Fig. 10. Estipite Form of Jose'Churriguera in the 
Capilla die San Esteban for the Convent of Sal arcane a.



Fig. 11. Estipite Form of Jeronimo tie Baibas 
in the Choir of San Juan en Harchena, Spain
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Fig. 12. Bust of God the Father on the San Xavier Retable

Fig. 13. Detail from the Disputa by 
Raphael in the Stanza della Segnatura, Rome



157

Fig. 15. Medallion Bust on God the Father's Left
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Fig. 16. Virgin Mary on the San Xavier Retable



\
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Fig. 17. The Standard of Cortes



Fig. 19. Statue of St. Peter 
on the San Xavier Retable

Fig. 20. Statue of St Paul 
on the San Xavier Retable

/
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Fig. 22. Detail of St. Paul
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Fig. 24. Detail of Simon
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Fig. 25. St. Francis Xavier



Fig.
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Fig. 27 Estipite Painting of a Tree
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Fig. 29. Estipite Painting of a Tower
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Fig. 30. Decorative Detail on the 
Retable of San Xavier
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Fig, 32, Winged Cherub Head Motif
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