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Chapter 2

Religious Folk Art in Two Cultures 1

The annual fiesta de San Francisco draws thousands of people each
October to the mission town ofMagdalena, Sonora. O'odham, Yaquis, Mexicans, and Mexican Americans all pay their respects to a composite Saint
Francis who is widely regarded as the patron ofthe Pimeria Alta. After their
devotional activities are finished, the pilgrims relax, visit, eat and drink,
and purchase goods of all sorts. Among the objects offeredfor sale are small,
elaborately painted glass frames for holy pictures.
These frames are made by people locally called pajareros, "birdcatchers"-members ofa Sonoran underclass that maintains a wide range oftraditional beliefs and activities. The frames are offered for sale publicly, but
purchased mostfrequently by Tohono O'odham from the United States, who
charge the pictures they contain with spiritual power and place them on
altars in their home communities. In recent years the frames have come to the
attention ofAnglo Americans, some ofwhom collect them asfolk art. Like the
fiesta de San Francisco and the composite saint whom it honors, the glass
paintings touch the lives of many of the groups who occupy this particular
stretch ofborder country.
When I first saw these picture frames in the early 1970s, I was captivated by their brilliant colors and shimmering quality. On annual trips to
the fiesta I would visit the makers' booths, chat a while, and purchase a ftw
frames. I followed a foirly standard pattern oflearning:first I concentrated
on the frames themselves and the technology of making them. I charted the
ways in which their form changed over the years. I then became concerned
with the people who made them and the very different people who used them.
Much later I became conscious of the foct that, by drawing the attention of
mainstream Anglo society to the frames, I was changing them and their context in several ways.
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The Fiesta
Magdalena de Kino lies just off Mexican Highway 15, about sixty
miles south of the Arizona-Sonora border. It was transformed from an
O'odham village into a mission community by Father Eusebio Francisco Kino, S.]. An Italian Tyrolese by birth, Kino joined the Jesuit
order after a serious illness during his student days in Hall, Austria. He
subsequendy came to Mexico, and in 1687 became the first missionary
to work in the area of the Pimeria Alta. He died in March, 1711, and
was buried in Magdalena. When his remains were discovered by a
binational archaeological team in 1966, the honorific de Kino was
added to the name of the town. Kino's bones are on view in the main
plaza of the town where he labored, died, and was buried. 2
Although this essay concentrates on folk practices that focus on
Magdalena, it is important to realize that the town is in many ways a
modern Mexican population center. It serves as a center for agricultural
activity in the surrounding countryside. International road and rail
connections tie it with the outside world. The late Luis Donaldo Colosio, the Mexican presidential candidate who was assassinated on March
23, 1994, was a Magdalena native. The folk cultures discussed here
function independendy of much of Magdalena's and, indeed, much of
the Pimeria Alta's society.
Magdalena has long been the site of an important annual pilgrimage which culminates on October 4, the feast day of St. Francis of
Assisi in the Roman Catholic church. The image that is the focal point
of this pilgrimage, however, is not that of St. Francis of Assisi at all,
but rather a reclining statue of St. Francis Xavier, the great Jesuit missionary saint and patron of all missionaries. This confusion probably
reflects the fact that the Jesuit-founded mission program in this part of
New Spain was continued by members of the Order of Friars MinorFranciscans-after the Jesuits were expelled from the Spanish Empire
in 1767. As if this weren't sufficiendy complex, popular belief has
injected elements of Father Eusebio Francisco Kino into the composite
San Francisco, so that in the minds of some worshippers, the reclining
statue in the church represents the man whose actual bones are on view
in the plaza. Throughout the rest of this essay, I shall refer to this composite saint as San Francisco. 3
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This particular statue of San Francisco Xavier's incorrupt body as
it lies in state in Goa, India, is itself the subject of a large cycle of legends. The statue, according to local belief, was brought into the region
by Father Kino himself, and was originally intended, not for
Magdalena, but for the mission community of San Xavier del Bac, just
south of the present-day city of Tucson. However, when the statue
reached Magdalena, it indicated its desire to stay there by becoming
unmovable. This theme of a statue taking its fate into its own hands is
a common one in the Hispanic Catholic world. Other legends cluster
around the statue's relationships to the reclining San Francisco statue at
San Xavier del Bac outside of Tucson, as well as its possible fate during
the Revolutionary era in twentieth-century Mexico.
San Francisco is thought to be a very powerful and miraculous
personage, and thousands of pilgrims visit in Magdalena each year,
especially during the fiesta period, which lasts roughly from September
20 until October 4. These pilgrims come from all over Sonora and Arizona, and include Mexicans and Mexican Americans, as well as
Tohono O'odham, Yaqui, and Mayo Indians.
Not only is San Francisco considered un santo muy milagroso (a
very miraculous saint), but also un santo muy cobrador, y 10 que debes,
pagas (a saint who exacts his price, and what you owe, you must pay). A
common vow to San Francisco in exchange for services rendered
involves walking to Magdalena at fiesta time from the international
border or some other point. Once a debt of this sort is incurred by a
devotee of San Francisco, the feeling is that if the debt is not repaid
within a reasonable time, San Francisco will himself collect what is
owed him, possibly by maiming or killing the debtor or some member
of his or her family, frequently by means of fire.
The fiesta de San Francisco is as surely owned by the common
people as are the legends concerning him and his statue. While the
Magdalena civic authorities lease land in the town's main plazas for
booth sites, they and the official church exert little control over the
activities of the fiesta itself. These simply happen, as thousands of people throng into town in the week before October 4. San Francisco has
touched the lives of a wide variety of people in the Pimeria Alta, and
many of them pay their respects to him on October 4. Tohono
O'odham and Yaquis from Arizona and Sonora, Mayos from southern
Sonora, Mexicans and Mexican Americans from both states-all come
to Magdalena, visit the statue in its chapel, and then set out to enjoy

38

A Shared Space

themselves. For this occasion, the area near the church is packed with
temporary booths selling food, drink, and a wide variety of manufactured goods. Musicians stroll through the bars and restaurants, seeking
temporary patrons. A full-scale carnival is set up between the church
and the nearby Rio Magdalena.
Although much of the resulting activity may seem to have little to
do with religion, the religious focus is apparent to the more than casual
visitor. Pilgrims arrive in town footsore from their long walk and head
straight for the chapel containing San Francisco's statue. The line outside this chapel can number in the hundreds, and can take several hours
to pass through. 4
In addition, many of the stores and temporary booths around the
main plaza focus on healing in one way or another. There are stands at
which herbs and other medicinal substances are sold, frequently with
instructions for their use. One can also purchase much of the material
culture of regional folk Catholicism, including hdbitos (religious habits
worn for a period of time in repayment of a vow), milagros (small
images in metal symbolizing the needs of the petitioner), and printed
prayers and holy pictures. The holy pictures most commonly represent
San Francisco, but they also depict a wide variety of saints and members of the Holy Family. Some holy pictures are sold in the elaborately
painted glass and tin frames which are the subject of this essay.

The Frames and Their Makers
What I shall call the Magdalena holy picture consists of a commercially printed religious card placed under a sheet of glass. The
card is usually of postcard size; the glass sheets average around 20 x
25 cm., or 8 x 10 inches. Before the holy card is installed, the back of
the glass is painted with floral or geometric designs in a combination
of opaque and translucent paints. The card is then placed within
framing lines that have been made for it, and the whole is backed
with a sheet of crumpled and then straightened aluminum foil. Light
hitting the foil through the paint gives a wonderful, shimmering
quality to the painting.
Some of the cards are centered within their frames. In this case,
the area between the picture and the edge of the glass is painted with
nonrepresentational motifs. Sometimes these consist of rows of
opposed triangles. Sometimes the picture will be surrounded by an oval
line, itself framed with dots and separating zones of different colors.
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Sometimes the design will consist of wavy lines of contrasting colors, a
technique that some scholars call combing. The vast majority of
frames, however, have their cards in an upper comer, or, more rarely; in
the center of the upper edge. These frames are painted with clusters of
flowers in bright colors. The flowers are occasionally accompanied by
birds or butterflies. Often, a scroll with the word Recuerdo, "souvenir,"
is placed diagonally across the frame. (The frames are described in
greater detail in the Appendix of this essay.)
The effect of these frames, with their opaque backgrounds setting
off brilliant, translucent, shimmering colors, must be experienced to be
appreciated. They add wonderful splashes of color to the booths where
they are sold, as well as to the walls and altars which are the final destination of most of them.
In 1982, when the first version of this essay was written, there
appeared to be five families engaged in making and selling the frames.
By 1993 the number was reduced to three. This activity takes place
during fiesta time, in temporary booths set up on Magdalena's main
plaza and on adjacent streets. Some of the men made and sold crosses
and boxes in addition to the frames, and many also repaired religious
statues and framed holy pictures that were brought to their stalls by private individuals. The women sold other kinds of materials in addition
to the frames. Olga Ruiz, for example, sold medicinal herbs and printed
charms and prayers at her space at the northwest comer of the plaza.
The frame makers are not considered to be artesanos, "craftspeople," by their fellow citizens, but rather they belong to an underclass
called pajareros, "birdcatchers." Pajareros tend to live on the outskirts
of their towns, and are looked down upon by other townspeople.
They pursue a number of traditional occupations as the time of year
and circumstances permit. They trap birds and make bird cages. They
pick crops in season and gather medicinal herbs and the edible
acorns, or bellotas (Quercus emoryt), which are an important regional
snack food. The father of the late Jesus Leon, for example, was both a
tinworker and puppeteer and traveled through Sonora in the 1930s
with his puppet show. Some of the men also make the tin and clear
glass boxes in which small statues of San Francisco are sold the year
round in the shops on the plaza. Pajareros, in fact, seem to occupy
much the same marginal social niche within Sonoran society that
Gypsies, tinkers, and others do in Europe. They are ill-considered,
peripheral individuals whose traditional skills (which often include a
persuasive way with words) keep them alive on the edges of the communities which shun them.
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Jesus Leon at his booth at the Magdalena Fiesta, holding a framed picture of San Francisco. Other pictures, along with paint and brush for statue retouching and a statue of
the Baby Jesus, stand on the counter behind him. October, 1981, photograph by James
Griffith.

The only time the frames appear for public sale in Magdalena is
during fiesta time, in temporary booths. For the rest of the year, some
craftspeople will make frames for special orders, or to sell in Yaqui
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country to Yaquis, for example. In the early 1990s, one family was
filling orders for boxes placed by a folk art dealer based in Tucson.
While several permanent stores on the plaza sell articulos religiosos all
year round, over the past fifteen years I have seen only two frames for
sale in such stores.
Each painter has his or her style within the generalized
Magdalena style and layout described above. The designs are drawn in
ink on the back of the glass, often using a template, and then filled in
with opaque and translucent colors. The use of templates leads to easily
identifiable personal styles. In many cases the shapes of the flowers and
other motifs done by a painter will remain the same, and only the colors will vary from piece to piece. When members of the same family
share a template, family styles are created as well. Alvaro Moreno, at
one time the most innovative of the frame painters, commented that
the template allows him to get the designs straight. However, he continued, every time he uses the template, it moves slightly, ensuring that
each picture will be unique. Mter the painting is done the glass is
backed with tinfoil and with either tin or cardboard. Some craftspeople
insert the holy picture and seal the frame, while others leave the choice
of picture up to the customer.
In 1982, the commercially made cards which were inserted in the
frames were glossy, postcard-sized photographic reproductions of
actual statues, paintings, or chromolithographs. They were made in
Mexico City, and were hand-tinted with a wash of two or three colors.
Since the mid-1980s, however, these cards have become unavailable,
and mass-produced colored chromolithographs are now the rule. Nevertheless, the older photographs, and even occasionally a still older
popular engraving, do occasionally show up, as some artist or shopkeeper discovers a few put away in a dark corner.
The most popular depiction is of the reclining statue of St. Francis Xavier as it looked before it was removed from the Magdalena
church and destroyed on orders of the anti-clerical Sonoran state government in 1934. (The present statue, which replaced it several years
later, looks very different from the one depicted in the pictures.) Next
in popularity are Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Holy Child of Atocha,
the Guardian Angel, St. Joseph, the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and perhaps one or two others. Our Lady of Guadalupe's picture is often
dressed with flat pieces of cloth or ribbon, and otherwise embellished
by applique on the picture itself. Hers is the only picture I have seen
treated in this way. Composite scenes such as la omnipresencia de Dios

Olga Ruiz outside her house in Barrio Crucero, Imuris, Sonora. She is painting
a rose on a frame using a template under the glass. Several finished frames and a
box of Reynolds Wrap are on the table. July, 1983, photograph by James Griffith.

Framed picture of Our Lady of Guadalupe by Anastacio Leon. Her figure has
been dressed in strips of colored ribbon. The nopal (prickly pear) cactus is a
common accessory for the Virgin of Guadalupe; the saguaro cactus and the
three birds are not. Photograph by David Burkhalter.
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Composite picture by Anastacio Leon with San Francisco at the top, Our Lady of
Guadalupe appearing to Juan Diego on the left, and a rather uncommon depiction of
the Guardian Angel on the right. the Mexican Tricolor is in the upper left; the Mexican eagle, serpent, and nopal are at bottom center. Photograph by David Burkhalter.

(the omnipresence of God) or la mana poderosa de Dios (the powerful
hand of God) are occasionally found. Occasionally an artist will purchase a set of cards which may include pictures of saints who are quite
obscure in terms of local devotion. These, too, will be framed and
eventually sold.
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The Customers
Although Jesus Leon always maintained that all sorts of people
bought his picture frames at all times of the year, it appears to me that
most frames are traditionally sold at fiesta time, and to a certain sort of
customer. When asked what kind of people bought his frames, Alvaro
Moreno replied, "Papago Indians." When asked why they bought the
frames, he said that it was because they liked the bright colors.
Tohono O'odham and other Piman-speakers once occupied
much of what is now northwest Sonora. Few of the present-day occupants of northern Sonora retain Indian identity and culture. About 200
Tohono O'odham live in the desert area west and north of Magdalena,
while the vast majority are in Arizona. These live on their reservation,
which lies to the west of Tucson, contiguous with the Mexican border,
or in such cities as Tucson, Casa Grande, or Florence.
Many 0'odham follow a tradition of Catholicism which has been
evolving within their culture since at least the mid-nineteenth century.5
0'odham Catholicism is a system of Christianity in which apparently
Catholic acts and ceremonies have complex native meanings. The
externals of 0'odham Catholicism include the celebration of Catholic
feast days with eating, dancing, and processions, the accumulation of
power-charged holy pictures and statues, and the making of pilgrimages to Magdalena. (Going to Magdalena with one's family is mentioned in a Papago grade school reader published in 1981 as one of the
"things that have kept our people strong....")6
A trip to Magdalena at fiesta time may be made for the purpose
of acquiring or replenishing a saint's image. A Tohono O'odham may
acquire such an image (usually spoken of as a saint) when a family
member or animal needs help, often in the form of continued or
renewed health. A saint, once it has been obtained in Magdalena, will
often be placed in contact with the large reclining statue of San
Francisco Xavier in the church, so that it may absorb some of that
image's power. I have heard an account by a Tohono 0'odham healer
who left his smaller statue lying next to the larger one for a while.
When he returned, he discovered his statue sitting up and talking with
the large statue. From then on it assisted him in his work of curing
people. 0'odham taking saints to Magdalena for renewal will also
place them next to the big San Francisco statue. One 0'odham
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Altar of the Tohono O'odham chapel at San Luis, Papago Indian Reservation, March,
1970. Several of the holy pictures are in Magdalena glass frames. Photograph by James
Griffith.

described this to anthropologist Bernard Fontana in terms of recharging a battery. 7
Once the picture or statue is brought into the Tohono O'odham
community, it may be blessed by a priest. Even if a priest is not present,
there is often a ceremony similar to baptism by which the saint is welcomed into the community. On such an occasion, the person who looks
after the saint (a common O'odham way of expressing the relationship)
may ask another O'odham to cosponsor the image with him, thus entering into a compadrazgo (co-godparenthood) relationship with that person. Once it is securely attached to the community, the saint may be
looked after at home or in a village chapel. Here it stays in company with
other privately owned images, on an altar decorated with paper flowers.
A typical 0'odham Catholic chapel features a low altar on the
west, or head, wall. The altar may be built out from the wall, or it may
be a table. It often consists of one or more steps. It is covered with a
white cloth which is frequently embroidered. The wall behind the altar
as well as those portions of ceiling and side walls near the altar are usually covered with white sheets. These are often decorated with rows of
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paper or plastic flowers. Statues of saints, including the reclining San
Francisco, are placed on the altar, along with a collection box or basket,
candles, candle holders, containers for holy water, and other ritual
objects. Holy pictures are hung on the wall behind the altar, often in
vertical rows, separated by rows of artificial flowers. Most if not all of
these holy pictures come from Magdalena; many are in decorated glass
frames of the sort described in this essay. 8
Not all the framed pictures end up on altars in reservation chapels. I have seen a few in public, roadside shrines, and several on home
altars in Tucson. Many Yaqui and O'odham families use the cardboardbacked frames for family pictures.

Comparable Traditions
So here we have the Magdalena holy picture, produced in northern Sonora by a handful of craftspeople and used to a great extent by
Tohono O'odham, members of a culture and citizens of a country quite
different from those of the artisans. The tradition may not be very old
in Magdalena; I have yet to find a recognizable Magdalena-style frame
in a reliably dated pre-World War II photograph of a chapel interior.
Furthermore, my earliest slides of Jesus Leon's booth at a Magdalena
Fiesta show him in 1968, working on arrangements of dried flowers
behind curved plastic frames. Not a painted frame is in sight. So,
although Jesus Leon insisted in 1982 that he had been making the
painted frames all his life, there seems a possibility that this craft has
become popular in Magdalena in relatively recent years.
Within the state of Sonora, the frames are apparently unique to
the Magdalena area. I have found nothing even remotely similar at
Sonora's other major pilgrimage fiesta, that of Our Lady of Balbanera
in the old mining community of Aduana, near Alamos in the southern
part of the state. Indeed, according to Teresa Pomar, former directora of
the Instituto Nacional Indigenista's Museo de Artes e Industrias Populares
in Mexico City, Magdalena is the only place in all Mexico where such
frames are currently made and sold. 9
I have seen older frames from elsewhere in Mexico which combine reverse-painted glass with shiny paper backing. One which
appears to come from Oaxaca has different colors of paint over what
could be metallic cigarette paper. Another and perhaps closer parallel
exists in some of the glass and tin work done in New Mexico in the

Cross in the "combed paint" style, made in the 1980s by Jesus Leon. The central image
is of Our Lady of Guadalupe appearing to Juan Diego; at the bottom is San Francisco.
This cross closely resembles, in details of its construction as well as in its painted
design, those made around the turn of the century by the so-called Mesilla Combed
Paint Artist. Photograph by David Burkhalter.
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Paint, wallpaper, and textiles were
used to back glass panels in tin frames and mirrors, and one artist in
southern New Mexico specialized in combed paint patterns and occasional flowers over foil that are surprisingly similar to some of those
being produced in Magdalena in the 1980s and 1990s. This anonymous artist, dubbed the Mesilla Combed Paint Tinsmith by art historians, also constructed tin and glass crosses in a way identical to the
Magdalena artists. He seems to have worked in the period 1890-1920
and may have travelled westward along the border as far as Douglas/
Agua Prieta or even Ambos Nogales in Arizona and Sonora. In their
treatment of this artist's work, Coulter and Dixon speculate that he
might have had an influence on the Magdalena tradition. 1o The
absence of reliably dated older ml!,terial from Magdalena casts a shadow
of doubt over this theory, however.
Historical antecedents for the reverse painted frames seem to go
back in North America at least as far as the mid-nineteenth century,
when reverse painting on glass was a popular middle-class craft in the
United States. Patterns were published for the paintings, just as they
were-and are--for quilts, and American housewives of the Victorian
era produced stilllifes, landscapes, and idealized portraits of such dignitaries as Abraham Lincoln. These reverse paintings, called tinsel
paintings by collectors of Americana, seem to have decreased in popularity before the turn of the century.ll It is possible that this craft influenced the development of reverse glass painting in New Mexico.
The tradition has a much longer history in Europe. Hinterglasmalerei, as reverse glass painting is called in German, was practiced in
classical and medieval times and became very fashionable in the eighteenth century. Hinterglasmalerei typically involves human figures and
scenes. The European tradition sometimes makes use of metal foil as a
backing for the glass. Although the art form lost popularity in most of
Europe, it continued as an important folk art in Bavaria and the Tyrol,
lasting through the nineteenth century; and indeed up to the present in
revival form. It is quite possible that middle-class American tinsel
painting and even Mexican glass painting owe their existence, either
directly or indirectly, to this European tradition. 12
Two other parallels should perhaps be mentioned here. In far-off
Cajamarca, Peru, a tradition of reverse glass painting flourishes, possibly a survivor from colonial times. And in the late 1980s, the Potrero
Trading Post in the northern New Mexico pilgrimage town of Chimayo sold framed, foil-backed reverse glass paintings which had been
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created by silk-screening or some similar process. In this case, the letters and designs have been screened out of the monochrome opaque
background; glittering color is supplied by different colors of foil rather
than translucent paint-a totally different technique which achieves
much the same effect as the Magdalena system. The one in my possession is a rectangular 28 x 12 cm. frame. It has an inset picture of the
Sacred Heart ofJesus on the left, surrounded by a wreath ofleaves and
flowers in red, gold, and green foiL On the right, red foil neogothic letters spell out the motto "God Bless our Mobile Home." I have also
seen beer advertisements employing a similar technique in bars in
Sonora in the late 1980s.

The Frames Today-A New Group of Users
Manufacture of the frames in Magdalena in the 1980s and 1990s
seems to be very much market-driven. Jesus Leon told me that he kept
trying new ideas to see if they would sell. Olga Ruiz, Alvaro Moreno,
and Jesus Leon's descendants all seem to try a few new ideas each year.
The use of painted flowers on the frames may well be a comparatively
recent innovation. Their appearance is not surprising. Roses surround
the traditional image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, and Tohono
0' odham as well as Mexicans and Yaquis use artificial flowers on altars
as well as to decorate the graves of family members at All Souls' Day.
Although I have not found any specific case in which 0'odham customers influenced the making of frames by verbal requests, they certainly do influence their appearance by buying or not buying certain
designs. Popular designs may be made another year; ones which are
slow to sell will probably not be repeated.
Alvaro Moreno told me that 0'odham customers liked bright
colors, and that is why he employed them in the frames. This is a common stereotype concerning the taste of "primitive" peoples, and may
reveal more about Moreno's beliefs than O'odham preferences. It indicates a certain cultural distance between craftsperson and buyer. IdentifYing stereotypes is always potentially risky, however; Moreno seems to
be perfecdy correct in his assessment of 0'odham tastes!
Since I wrote the first published version of this essay in 1981, a
third group of people has entered into the equation. Beginning in
1982, I have curated several exhibitions (or, rather, several versions of
the same exhibition) of the painted frames, boxes, and crosses. The
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objects were exhibited first in Nogales, Arizona, then in Tucson, and
subsequently in several other locations in and beyond the state of Arizona, in a travelling exhibition called "Glittering Recuerdos-Glass
Painting Traditions from Magdalena, Sonora.,,13 Another selection
was exhibited in 1988 in Tucson. 14 This has had the effect of popularizing the frames among Anglo Americans who are interested in owning and contemplating folk art. Several of these have travelled to
Magdalena at fiesta time specifically to obtain frames, and at least
two crafts stores in Tucson stock the glass paintings. In 1991, a Tucson-based crafts wholesaler started ordering painted glass boxes in
some quantity from the Leon family and is marketing them in various
parts of the country.
Anastacio Leon and his cousin Francisco Silvas participated in
the July, 1993 edition of the Smithsonian Institution's Festival of
American Folklife on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. In addition to giving the artists both exposure and confidence, the process
leading up to their trip involved the establishment of a relationship
between them and Dr. Felipe de Jesus Valenzuela, a medical doctor living in Magdalena. Dr. Valenzuela photographed both men and their
work and helped them get passports and U.S. visas. He has since
emerged as a champion of the local pajareros and their traditions. Both
Leon and Silvas later demonstrated at the Tucson Meet Yourself festival in October, 1993. As I write these lines in March, 1994, it seems
likely that they will be making other trips to southern Arizona to demonstrate and sell their art. 15
Anglo Americans who purchase the frames in Magdalena and in
Tucson seem to do so with a completely different set of motives than
do the Tohono O'odham who make up the traditional market for the
objects. Tohono O'odham buyers seem to be buying potentially powerful icons in decorative settings; the frame is incidental to the saint's
picture, which must itself go through certain rituals before acquiring
its desired beneficent power. For many Anglo buyers, the painted
frame with its picture becomes the icon. Rather than an indication of
the presence of a powerful supernatural helper, it serves as a reminder
of a fascinating place-the old Pimeria Alta, and of the colorful traditional cultures which inhabit that portion of the U.S.-Mexico
borderlands.
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Concluding Thoughts
The painted glass frames, crosses, and boxes, then, are made in
one cultural world, that of the Mexican pajareros of Magdalena and
Imuris, Sonora. They are created to the craftspersons' conception of
the tastes ofTohono O'odham living in Arizona, who purchase them,
import them into the United States, and use them to maintain the
health of their families and communities. Increasingly, the items have
been purchased by a third group of people, Anglo Americans, who buy
frames as examples of that complicated and often hazy category, folk
art. Finally, by emphasizing painted frames, boxes, and crosses in illustrated lectures, in published articles, and in museum exhibitions, I have
entered them as tokens in a complex system of information sharing
and professional advancement-the world of the academically based
folklorist.
The objects themselves are far from static, changing constantly
over time to meet these various demands and challenges. Through all
their transformations and gradual changes, however, the Magdalena
glass paintings add color to whatever setting-O'odham chapel, private
home, or art exhibition-they may be in. It is pleasant if not particularly profitable to speculate the future for these small works of art. Will
mainstream Anglo America reach equal importance as a market with
the Tohono O'odham? If this happens, will stores in the plaza start
selling frames? It is not inconceivable that, if reverse-painted glass
work becomes more important economically, others besides pajareros
will start filling the demand, just as Mexican entrepreneurs have
responded to the popularity of Seri Indian ironwood carvings by setting up factories in Magdalena and elsewhere. Only time can give us
answers to these and other questions. 16 Meanwhile, the frames themselves remain, lustrous reminders of the social and cultural complexity
of the Pimeria Alta.
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ofthe Frames

Although most of the frames are made to take a holy card of regular postcard size (9 x 14 cm.), I have seen cards as large as 19lh x 24
cm., and as small as 5 x 7 cm. Most of the decorated glass frames measure about 20lh x 25lh cm., although frames as large as 27lh x 35 cm.
have been collected, and as small as 13 x 17lh cm. Undecorated frames
are made in tiny sizes, suitable for hanging in one's car or even around
one's neck.
The card may be vertically or horizontally oriented. It may be in
the center of the frame, or in an upper corner, or, more rarely, in the top
center. The most common locations are the center and the upper lefthand corner. The glass is painted on its underside with both opaque
and translucent colors in such a way as to fill completely the space not
occupied by the card. The designs may be geometric or floral. Occasionally a word such as recuerdo (souvenir) appears on the glass, usually
surrounded by a painted scroll. Crumpled tinfoil is placed beneath the
glass, giving a special, luminous quality to the translucent portions of
the painting.
Glass, card, and foil are then backed with either cardboard or
sheet tin, depending upon the technological resources of the individual
craftsperson. It has been my experience that tinsmithing technology is
limited to men; it is women who back their frames with cardboard.
The tin is frequendy recycled from oil or beer cans. The tin-backed
frames are bound along the edges with strips of tin which have been
shaped on a metal rod and a grooved anvil and which are then slipped
over the edge of the frame and clamped into place. The cardboard
frames are simply clamped to the glass by means of two or three pieces
of bent tin on each side. The tin frames are provided with a small tin
loop at the top, through which is passed a brighdy colored ribbon for
hanging the frame on the wall. The ribbons are often selected separately by the buyers of the frames.
Not all the frames are displayed for sale with holy cards inserted
in them. Some are left blank, so the purchaser may insert a picture of
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choice. Some pictureless frames have rectangular apertures for regulation holy pictures; others have one or more heart-shaped apertures, and
are intended for family portraits rather than religious cards.
The opaque paint used on the frames is purchased locally in small
bottles or jars; the translucent colors are bought in powdered form and
mixed with alcohol and goma de laca (shellac). I have seen black ink and
a crow-quill pen used for outlining the designs, and a small paintbrush
used for filling in colors. The foil is commercial kitchen foil, most often
Reynolds Wrap. Tin for the backing may be recycled from beer cans;
however, I get the impression that much of the tin used for binding the
edges of the frames and panels is purchased in sheets.
Although the frames constitute the major fiesta-time sales of the
craftspeople involved, crosses and boxes are also made, using the same
techniques. To my knowledge, crosses are only made by the family of
the late Jesus Leon, who also made crosses. These crosses may be 31 x
13lh cm. or smaller, and consist of several glass panels joined together
by their tin frames. The shape is that of a Latin cross standing on a
trapezoid. Two holy cards are usually inserted: one at the crossing and
one in the trapezoidal base. The glass panels are painted and backed in
the same way as are the frames. Floral motifs are used, as are combed
paint motifs.
All of the craftspeople who do tin work make boxes. These vary
greatly in size and proportion, but may be as large as 22 x 12lh x 9 cm.
high. The lid of the box may be decorated with a religious card or with
the words Recuerdo or Carino (love, or affection). I have also seen a box
lid containing a scene ofJuan Diego picking roses in front of the apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe. The Virgin is represented by a
printed holy picture; all other figures, including Juan Diego, his burro,
and a burro-load of wood, are painted on the glass. The lid and sides
may also be decorated with floral motifs, with opposed triangles, or
with combing.
The basic layout for the frames is as follows: if the picture is in
the upper left-hand corner of the frame, there will be a cluster of flowers occupying the rest of the space, with or without the word recuerdo.
The word, when it appears, is contained within a diagonally oriented
scroll. In the early 1980s, Alvaro Moreno experimented with the
English words "Souvenir" and "Souvenir of Magdalena de Kino,
Sonora." This innovation has not been taken up by other painters. If
the holy picture is centered in the frame, the surrounding area will be
relatively small and filled with opposed triangles or an oval within a
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rectangle. In both these layouts the lines are often framed by rows of
dots. A few centralized frames are bordered with combed or marbleized patterns. All these layouts allow for vertical or horizontal placement of the holy picture.
Occasionally, one finds strikingly original layouts. In 1982,
Alvaro Moreno used a church facade as a framing device for a holy picture, as well as a free-form, art deco-like design. In 1991, the same artist was producing small octagonal frames filled with combed patterns.
In the late 1980s, Jesus Leon painted occasional frames depicting the
Mexican eagle perched on a cactus with a snake in its beak. These
patriotic motifs, usually combined with a picture of Our Lady of
Guadalupe, have been carried on since Jesus' death by his sons Anastacio and Martin. In 1992, members of the Leon family experimented
with figures cut from holy cards and placed against a monochrome
background. One very dramatic picture of this sort had the solitary figure of Juan Diego, clutching his tilma filled with roses, standing
against a stark black background. These and other innovations appear
to be experimental designs to test the market.
The flowers painted on the glass frames are susceptible to wide
variations. They are shown on both front and side views, as buds and as
mature blossoms. A large number seem to be modelled on rose or
camellia blossoms, although morning glories, thistles, and poppy-like
flowers occasionally appear. Clusters of three flowers, or of two flowers
and a bud, are most common, although I have seen as few as one and as
many as five flowers on a single frame. Most flowers are colored in
shades of red and orange. They are usually shown with green stems and
leaves. Stems, leaves, and blossoms are outlined and given interior
detail with black or occasionally white pigment. Flowers, stems, leaves,
and a thin framing band around the picture are translucent, allowing
the tinfoil to show through. The background is opaque. Black is the
most common background color, with white next and occasional use of
yellow, orange, tan, and shades of blue. In recent years a few painters,
mostly women, have experimented with birds and butterflies in addition to the flowers.

