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Chapter 8

Baroque Principles
of Organizaiion
in Coniem.poraJrY
Mexican Am.eJrican
.
1
A Jrllzona
This final essay also deals with one of the cultural components of the
region-Mexican American culture. Unlike the preceding chapter, however,
it focuses on a much broader issue: the aesthetic ideas that seem to underlie
and inform much of what is produced by that culture. I have often been
struck by what I perceive as strong cultural continuities over time in the
Pimeria Alta.
Three centuries after Father Eusebio Francisco Kino introduced wheat
and beefinto the region, those foods remain the staples ofour traditional diet.
Over 200 years after Tucson was founded as a Spanish cavalry presidio, or
fort, Tucsonans are concerned lest the flderal government lessen its commitment to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base. Mining and over-promotion of
natural resources have likewise been important economic activities in southern Arizona for more than two centuries. And, as I shall try to show in this
essay, the ideas ofhow elements are assembled into a whole which were dramatically expressed in the architectural decoration of the eighteenth-century
mission church of San Xavier del Bac still live as active principles within the
local Mexican American community.
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San Xavier del Bac
The eighteenth-century mission church of San Xavier del Bac
stands some twelve miles south of Tucson, Arizona, on the San Xavier
District of the Tohono O'odham Reservation. 2 Finished in 1797, it is
the most nearly complete Spanish colonial baroque architectural
ensemble in the continental United States.
Begun around 1778 under the direction of Father Juan Bautista
Velderrain, O.F.M., the church was completed by his successor, Father
Juan Bautista Llorenz, O.F.M., after Velderrain's death. 3 The church is
remarkable for its state of preservation: almost every statue and mural
painting that it contained at the time of its dedication is still in place,
albeit in slightly deteriorated condition. Since February, 1992, an international team of expert conservators from Italy and Turkey have been
working to stabilize and clean the murals and statues. It is hoped that
the project will be fmished by 1997, the 200th anniversary of the
church's completion. 4
Like so many Mexican churches of its period, San Xavier del Bac
is a cruciform building with a dome over the crossing and two bell
towers flanking the facade. In the case of San Xavier, one of the bell
towers remains unfmished, as do other details inside and out. The
exterior of the church is covered with lime plaster; this whitish color is
interrupted by the light brown of the elaborately carved plaster portal.
This portal is organized in three stories, each level consisting of one or
more sets of columns flanking a central opening or sculptural arrangement. There are two columns on each side of the lower two stories and
one column on each side of the upper level. The columns themselves
are of the type called estipites, popular in most of colonial New Spain
during the eighteenth century. These estipites are elaborate combinations of shapes and appear intended not so much to hold up the next
level of architecture but to add structure, complexity, and motion to
the facade.
Between the pairs of estipites on either side of the two lower levels of the facade are niches containing saints' statues. The third level is
taken up with low-relief sculpture including an emblem of the Franciscan order, the monograms of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, wheat
stalks and grape vines, and the two lions which normally support the
Spanish coat of arms.
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The whole portal was at one time painted in brilliant colors. It is
rich in texture, detail, and imagery. Looking at it, one gets the impression of a fascination with complexity, almost for its own sake. Here
nothing is simple. Lintels move in and out as they progress from side to
side. Complex lines and low relief sculpture serve to catch constantly
changing shadows as the sun moves across the sky. Sharp angles cause
the eye of the observer to shoot off into space. The whole ensemble
clamors for attention, now as a whole, now as a mass of independent
details.
The interior of the church is filled with even more intense color
and motion. Angels flutter over the main altar and on the three brick
and plaster retablos (altarpieces) that soar to roof level. These retablos
are organized in much the same way as the portal, with multiple levels
supported by estipite columns, and saints images between the estipites.
The retablo over the main altar is covered with gold and silver leaf,
while all the retablos are painted in rich, brilliant colors.
The rest of the church interior is given over to murals. Scenes
from the life of Christ and the Virgin are painted in both side chapels
and along the nave. Many of the murals have painted frames around
them; a few appear to be suspended by painted ribbons from painted
scrollwork. Some of the plaster is painted to resemble ceramic tiles,
other parts to resemble veined marble. Doors are painted on blank
walls to balance actual doors opposite them. The entire interior exudes
richness, drama, motion, and a certain ambiguity or sense of illusion.
These characteristics tie San Xavier del Bac solidly into the baroque
style of eighteenth-century colonial Mexico, relating it to hundreds of
its contemporary churches miles to the south.

Baroque Architecture in New Spain
Because it was built on the extreme northwestern frontier of
New Spain, San Xavier is relatively small in size and conservative in
some of its details. However, it is just as solidly within the eighteenthcentury Mexican baroque style as are such larger, richer, better-known
examples as Santa Prisca y San Sebastian in Taxco, Guerrero,s or San
Francisco Xavier (now the Museo Nacional del Virreinato) in Tepotzotlan, Mexico. 6 The best way to understand San Xavier is as an
example of its style-the eighteenth-century baroque architecture of
New Spain.

The retablo mayor of mission San Xavier del Bac in 1994. God the Father is at the top
center, with Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception immediately below, and then St.
Francis Xavier. In the spring of 1995, the upper half of the retablo was cleaned by an
international conservation team, revealing that the background surfaces, which have
been black for over a century, are actually silver leaf, adding greatly to the richness of
the entire ensemble. Completion of the entire retablo is planned for spring, 1996. Photograph by Helga Teiwes, courtesy of the Paronato San Xavier.
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The outstanding characteristic of the Mexican baroque style of
architecture is that it is basically a style of applied decoration. While
the manipulation of space is an important, if not vital, aspect of much
European baroque architecture, most Mexican baroque buildings are
simple blocks with a greater or lesser degree of plastic, decorative detail
added to them. In the case of churches, the decoration (and it is often
overwhelming in its impact) is usually added on to a building much like
San Xavier: cruciform, with a dome at the crossing or over the main
altar and one or two towers flanking the portal.
Much excellent research and writing has been done on Mexican
baroque architectural decoration. Typologies and even chronologies
have been suggested, the most effective of which are based on the
shape of the columns that play such an important role in the portals
and in the retablos that provide the focus of so much of the baroque
decorative impulse. A convincing sequence moves from the tubular column shaft through the twisted salam6nica that was dear to the seventeenth century to the broken form of the estipite (as seen on the facade
of San Xavier) and beyond to no columns at all but merely a series of
vertical decorative zones separating rows of images in niches. This last
is referred to by some Mexican art historians as the anastilitico, or
"style-less" style.
However, as Wiesmann has pointed out in Art and Time in Mexico/ all these styles persisted together in various parts of Mexico right
on through to the end of the eighteenth century. For this reason, the
sequence, useful though it is as an ordering device, does not really help
date the building one is looking at, outside of Mexico City and a few
other centers of fashion.
Another way to look at the entire movement of the Mexican
baroque in the eighteenth century is to try to isolate the aesthetic rules
and preferences that underlie the style-the general principles on which
it seems to be assembled. While such a general approach is not likely to
be helpful in establishing a chronology, it should serve as a useful
descriptive tool for comparative purposes.
One characteristic of the Mexican baroque seems to be a sense of
dramatic contrast. This contrast may be between plain and decorated
surfaces, as is the case on San Xavier's facade, where the plain bases of
the towers flank the elaborately textured portal, or in its interior walls,
where large stretches of white walls relieve the intensity of the murals
and retablos. It may involve colors, as again at San Xavier where the
white of the plain plaster is played off against the brown of the portal.
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It may be between light and dark, as has been eloquently described by
Kubler in his treatment of New Mexico's colonial churches, with their
transverse clerestory windows which allow a shaft of light to illuminate
the altar at the end of a relatively dark nave. 8 A more common light!
dark contrast is between brightly lit and deeply shadowed exterior surfaces and involves the use of deeply cut relief to catch the shadows.
Motion seems to be another characteristic related to the baroque
style. Paintings often depict action-sometimes violent action. Statues
gesticulate and frequently seem to be on the verge of movement. Architecturallines, like the vestigial broken pediment on San Xavier's portal,
do not form closed, restful patterns but rather propel the eye of the
observer off into space. Indeed, when a framing line such as a lintel is
carried from one point to another, it usually moves along a complex
path consisting of both vertical and horizontal zigzags and undulations.
The most important aesthetic principle behind the organization of
the Mexican baroque decoration is the importance of richness-richness of materials, so that retablos glow with gold leaf. Richness of colors, as in the use of dark red and dark green along with the gold on San
Xavier's retablos. Richness of texture, as in San Xavier's facade, which is
covered with vines and other devices (which also create a sense of
motion and provide shadow-catching projections). And a fmal kind of
richness: a richness of content and meaning. What I mean by this is
that baroque ensembles such as the one at San Xavier are themselves
composed of a vast number of small, complete, independent details,
each one of which possesses meaning of its own and each one of which
brings that meaning to the total assemblage.
Sometimes the meanings may be complex and the motives for the
inclusion of details may be difficult to isolate. For instance, over the
central window of San Xavier's facade is carved a scallop shell. This
motif is echoed inside the church, over the main retablo, as well as in
niches in the nave and transepts and elsewhere in the church. In his
analysis of San Xavier's retablo mayor, or "main retablo," Goss states
that the scallop shell is associated with the pilgrimage cult of St. James
the Greater, Santiago de Compostela. 9 As Santiago Matamoros (St.
James the Moor-killer), St. James was the patron of the militant
expansion of Spanish Catholicism, and the establishment of San Xavier
del Bac as a mission to the O'odham was certainly a part of that expansion. However, Goss also notes that for the peoples of the Mediterranean in classical times, the scallop was associated with the goddess
Venus and symbolized the female reproductive organs. By extension, it
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was also a symbol of birth and regeneration. In a Christian connotation
the regeneration can be taken to mean baptism. In early Roman times
it became a symbol of resurrection during funeral rites---a meaning it
carried over into early Christian art. Many of the pre-Christian meanings of the scallop were revived by the artists of the Renaissance.
Finally, the shape of the scallop shell provides a complex, curving, occasionally angular outline, along with a ribbed surface that catches and
holds shadows.
Which of these sets of meaning and characteristics explains the
presence of the scallop motif at San Xavier? My suggestion would be: a
shifting combination of most or all of them, possibly combined with
others with which I am not familiar. And one must not neglect the
possible importance of precedent-of a design simply being carried
over from one building to another without much consideration of its
specific meaning.
This very ambiguity and complexity of meaning strikes me as yet
another characteristic of the baroque style. Things are not always what
they seem to be. I have already mentioned that in San Xavier there are
painted doors on the walls opposite real doors, paintings that imitate
the effect of glazed ceramic tiles, and painted surfaces that resemble
veined marble. This flirtation between reality and unreality is carried a
step further by the realistic treatment of the sculptures. Flesh tones are
carefully made to imitate real flesh. Draperies that appear to flow like
cloth are actually carved from plaster or wood. This sense of ambiguity
that comes from illusion as well as from possibly multiple meanings
seems to be part of experiencing the baroque art and architecture of
New Spain.
One fmal point should be made concerning the interior of San
Xavier del Bac: its arrangement is by no means static. Older photographs prove that a few of the saints have been shifted from one niche
to another. But the truly dynamic aspect of the interior operates on a
seasonal cycle. In November the patronal statue of Saint Francis Xavier
is taken down from its niche in the retablo mayor and placed in a small,
portable shelter the size of a telephone booth. This latter is covered
with fme-meshed gauze, to which are attached paper flowers. Here the
saint stays until December 3, his day in the Roman Catholic calendar,
and here he is visited by long files of devotees.
Later on in December, the church is decorated for Christmas.
The angels flanking the triumphal arch are given special white gowns,
and banners are placed in their hands. Commercial tinsel swags are
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hung across the nave of the church. A nacimiento, or "Christmas crib,"
made by a local O'odham carver is erected on an altar in the east transept. Other seasons bring other changes, apparently in perfect keeping
with the overall aesthetic mood of the church interior.
The underlying aesthetic impulses behind the baroque style of
eighteenth-century Mexico, then, appear to be as follows: dramatic
contrast, especially between light and dark and plain and decorated surfaces; motion, represented in painting and sculpture and implied in the
use of complex curved and broken lines; richness of materials, details,
and meaning; and a certain sense of ambiguity. These organizational
principles or rules affect the appearance of San Xavier del Bac just as
surely as they affect the appearance of countless other churches, great
and small, throughout New Spain:
It may well be that their influence extends even farther. Over the
course of several years of investigating and documenting the contemporary traditional arts of southern Arizona's Mexican American population, I have come to the conclusion that much of this art follows the
principles I have just described for the eighteenth-century baroque of
New Spain.

Three Contemporary Mexican American Folk-Art
Displays in Southern Arizona
In an attempt to demonstrate this thesis, I shall describe three
folk-art ensembles which I documented in southern Arizona in the
1980s. Two are permanent, if changing; one was ephemeral. They are a
front yard shrine in South Tucson, a grave marker in the Casa Grande
Cemetery, and a low rider display at the Pima County Fairgrounds just
east of Tucson.
Front yard shrines are an important feature of the landscape of
those parts of Tucson occupied by Mexican Americans and by Yaqui
Indians, who have adopted (and adapted) much of traditional Mexican
culture. Some of these shrines are fairly simple free-standing nichos
(niches) containing one or more Catholic holy images. Others, however, can become very complex indeed. For instance, one shrine in a
front yard near the Yaqui chapel of San Martin de Porres on South
Tucson's 39th Street is constructed in the form of a wishing well. (This
phrase was used in describing the shrine by its maker, a Yaqui man who
wishes to remain anonymous.) The base of the well {which is in fact a
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solid platform and not a well at all) is made of cement which has been
scored to resemble bricks. The scored bricks are painted alternately
green and white. On this base sits a white plaster shell or nicho containing a brilliantly painted statue of the Virgin. The nicho is edged
with bits of red, black, and blue plastic tile. A cross surmounts a small
projection on top of the nicho, with similar projections flanking it.
The nicho is shaded by a pitched, gabled roof, held up by four
green wooden posts. The front edges of the posts are bevelled to create
an undulating outline. The fronts of the posts are overlaid with black
and white cruciform plastic tiles. The roofline is painted green and
white. In the center of the gable stands a white wooden cross, overlaid
with colored plastic tiles and bearing a red plastic heart in its center.
Immediately below the cross on the gable end is an automobile decal
featuring Our Lady of Guadalupe and crossed Mexican and American
flags. The boards of the gable itself are painted white and have their
ends rounded and adorned with small tiles. The shrine is decorated
with tiny, flashing Christmas-tree lights; a string of larger, colored
lights has been hung on the eaves of the house directly behind it.
Traditional Mexican American cemeteries often abound with
grave markers which have been made or assembled by the families of
the deceased. 10 One such marker is in the public cemetery at Casa
Grande, in Pinal County, Arizona. When I visited the grave in 1984, it
was surrounded by a raised cement curb. Within this curb, lying flat at
its west end, was a commercially sand-blasted marker bearing the name
and dates of the deceased (a woman) and an image of Our Lady of
Guadalupe. Behind this commercial headstone, the head of the curb
was backed by a low wall with a nicho at its center. Inside the nicho was
a statue of the Virgin flanked by statues of angels and a small vase of
artificial flowers and by statues of St. Anthony and St. Martin of
Porres. On the rear wall of the nicho, behind the central Virgin, was an
architectural setting consisting of two columns flanked by vertical
volutes. A depiction of the Last Supper was painted on the low vertical
wall below the nicho. Flanking the nicho were a statue of the Sacred
Heart of Jesus, another Virgin, a small holy-water stoup, bunches of
plastic flowers, a candle, a ceramic planter in the form of a cactus, and
another small ceramic planter containing a cactus.
This assemblage is by no means static. The description above is
based on slides taken in 1984. A slide dated 1982 shows a different
arrangement of objects and reveals that most if not all of the statues

The yard shrine in South Tucson that is described in the text. In addition to the details
of the shrine itself, note the string of colored lights on the adjacent house. The colors of
the shrine are green and white. 1985 photograph by James Griffith.
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had been repainted in the intervening period. When I revisited the
grave in 1987, the following changes had taken place.
The headstone had been raised to a slant and propped against the
low wall below the nicho, covering the Last Supper painting. Inside the
nicho, which had been stripped of its columns and volutes, were a picture and statue of the Holy Child of Atocha, a rosary and a palm leaf
cross, statues of St. Anthony and St. Martin de Porres, three angels
(one wooden, one ceramic, and one a ceramic candle holder), a small
glass votive candle container, two pots of artificial flowers, and a stuffed
toy mouse wearing a sailor suit. Outside the nicho and flanking it were
eight arrangements of artificial flowers (one made of sea shells) and a
ceramic statue of the Holy Child of Prague.
I attended a Low Rider Happening at the Pima County Fair
Grounds in 1982. One low rider car display was particularly striking.
The car was painted a medium green with heavy metallic flake and
some yellow inserts. Painted on the trunk was a scene of a car wash,
with several (allegedly identifiable) cars and motorcycles in front. The
left side of the car was jacked up off the ground and a mirror had been
placed under the car to reveal that most of the metal underside had
been chromed or freshly painted. Cheech and Chong appeared in the
reflection, painted on the bottom of the gas tank. They were brandishing huge marijuana joints. On the edge of the open, left-hand door was
painted a frog in a zoot suit. Miss Piggy languished seductively on the
door of the glove compartment.
The interior of the car was upholstered in deep yellow pile. The
steering wheel was small, made of chain link, and chromed. A built-in
TV set occupied the space between the swivel-mounted bucket seats.
Inside the hood, much of the engine was chrome-plated. The underside of the hood was upholstered in the same yellow pile used for the
car interior. Beside the car, next to the display panel giving the names
of the owner and the various artists who had worked on the project,
stood a pedal-operated toy truck, painted and upholstered to match the
low rider. It was occupied by a stuffed toy bear.
It should be clear what I am suggesting. The shrine, grave assemblage, and low rider display are all organized along lines which seem
strikingly similar to the principles I have suggested for the organization
of eighteenth-century Mexican baroque churches such as San Xavier
del Bac. Let's run down the list once more. Motion-the implied

The grave marker in the Casa Grande cemetery that is described in the text. January,
1984, photograph by James Griffith.

A low rider car display at the Pima County Fair Grounds, August, 1982. The plaque at
the left names the painters and upholsterers who worked on the car; behind it is a miniature pickup truck painted with a green metallic flake to match the car. Photograph by
James Griffith.
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motion of the car with one corner tilted up, the flashing colored lights,
and the undulating supports of the shrine. Contrast-present on all
three examples, which have both plain and decorated surfaces. Ambiguity-most evident, perhaps, in the shrine with its references to wishing wells, but present in the other examples too.
But the parallel with the Mexican baroque of the eighteenth century should be most obvious in the area of richness. Richness and elegance of material, with downright opulence in the case of the low rider
display. Richness of color in all three examples. And most particularly
richness of detail and of various kinds of meaning. The multiple meanings of "wishing well" and "niche with holy statue." The multiplicity of
sacred images-Our Lady of Guadalupe; other Virgins, angels, and
saints; the Last Supper; and the Sacred Heart of Jesus-brought
together on the Casa Grande grave marker, along with such purely secular images as cactus planters. The presence at the grave site of a number of candles, each of which may well represent a distinct prayer on the
part of an individual. The images of the car wash, Cheech and Chong,
the zoot-suited frog, and Miss Piggy combined in the low rider display,
apparently without the need for a thematically unifying device.
Each of these images, all of which come together in each instance
to produce a remarkable impact, is a totally independent entity which
has its own meaning and existence outside of the ensemble. Miss Piggy
enhances the low rider display, but she has nothing to do with low riders in general. It is the same with the repertoire of sacred figures. Each
has its own life and identity, but once in the ensemble, they add to the
totality of that ensemble. In just the same way, the flowers, scallop
shells, angels, and saints bring their own identity and meaning to the
totality of the retablo mayor at San Xavier del Bac. They, too, in a
sense, are just visiting.
These organizational features are not the only similarities
between eighteenth-century baroque architectural decoration and contemporary Mexican American folk art in southern Arizona. One shrine
in a Tucson yard is a miniature replica of an eighteenth-century-style
baroque church,l1 another incorporates the salamonicas, or "twisted columns," which were so popular in seventeenth and eighteenth-century
Mexico. Countless wrought-iron crosses in southern Arizona graveyards echo the curvilinear decoration that may be seen on the eighteenth century cross topping San Xavier's central domeP These and
other details are predictable results of living in proximity to a baroque
church which was built by carriers of an earlier version of one's own
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cultural tradition. They have reentered the folk repertoire, or possibly
have never left it, as discrete motifs. In the language of art history, they
and their like can be labelled "neobaroque."
The same label can be used for those styles of Anglo American
mainstream architecture that Spanish colonial details. Mission revival
and baroque revival buildings have existed in Arizona for almost a hundred years. They seem to represent an attempt on the part of mainstream architects and builders to dramatize Spain's presence in this part
of the United States. I have discussed this aspect of the neobaroque in
more detail elsewhere. 13
The three ensembles I have been discussing, however, seem to be
a little different. They do not involve images taken from the baroque
repertoire but rather seem to be organized along the same principles
that the architects, planners, and artists of eighteenth-century New
Spain used for their ensembles. 14 What is more, these principles seem
to apply to the organization of other aspects of contemporary Mexican
American life.

Two Socia-Religious Events
I attended a Yaqui wedding held in the mid-1980s just south of
Tucson on the Pascua Yaqui Reservation. Even though the families
involved were Yaqui, the events of the wedding ceremony were no different from the traditional Mexican weddings of the region. At the
beginning of the ceremony, a group of hired singers and musicians
played while the formally attired principals and their retinue marched
down the aisle in procession. (The musical group was the one which
usually played at Sunday Masses in that particular chapel and consisted
of Yaquis, Mexican Americans, and an Anglo. The instrumentation
included a violin, two guitars, a guitarron, and a vihuela.)
Mass started and continued up until the exchange of wedding
vows. Mter that, several special elements were introduced into the ceremony, each one preceded by a statement from the officiating priest
identifying the action and explaining its symbolism. These elements
included the blessing and exchange of rings, symbolizing the fidelity of
the couple to each other; the blessing and placing of the lazo, an outsized Rosary with two loops that were placed over the heads of the couple to symbolize their union within the Catholic religion; and the
blessing and exchange of coins, symbolizing the couple's prayers for
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earthly security. Each of these discrete acts involved assistance from
others in the wedding party; thus, each act created or strengthened ties
between the newly wed couple and other individuals. 1s
At the end of the Mass, the bride, accompanied by her husband,
placed her bouquet (which had previously been blessed) before an
image of the Virgin. The wedding party then filed out of the church,
posed for photographs, and signed the necessary documents before
proceeding to a private home where a reception and several specifically
Yaqui ceremonies took place.
The musicians played several times during the ceremony. Sometimes they were instructed to play specific songs that reinforced the
meaning of the moment or added new layers of meaning, drawing on a
combination of traditional Mexican and popular Anglo repertoires.
Thus they played the mainstream "Wedding March" as the wedding
party entered the church, a special song about wedding rings during the
exchange of rings, a hymn to the Virgin during the dedication of the
flowers at the end of the ceremony, and "La Marcha Zacatecas" as a
recessional.
The other socio-religious event is a pre-Mass procession as it was
planned and executed for the annual Tumacacori Fiesta in Tumacacori
National Monument in the late 1980s. Tumacacori National Historic
Monument is a small tract of land situated between Tucson and
Nogales, Arizona, just east of Interstate 19. The Monument's most
prominent feature and the reason for its existence is an unfmished nineteenth-century mission church. Tumacacori National Historic Monument's purpose is to preserve that church (along with two nearby ruins)
and tell the story of Spanish mission activities in this part of northwestern New Spain.
Each year on the first Sunday in December, the Monument hosts
the Tumacacori Fiesta. The event features traditional food, music,
crafts, and dance from bearers of Mexican American, T ohono
O'odham, and Yaqui cultural traditions. Inasmuch as a Catholic church
is the central feature of the Monument, the fiesta always includes Mass
at the old mission, often celebrated by the Bishop of Tucson or the
Archbishop of Hermosillo, Sonora, Mexico. Before and after Mass
there is a procession involving the clergy, the mariachis or other musicians who play for the Mass, various Indian religious musical and dance
groups, and the Knights of Columbus.
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In this particular instance, the Mexican American leader of el
Grupo Cristo Rey, the musical group engaged to play at Mass, was
helping with ideas for the organization of the procession. First would
go the Yaqui Matachinis, a group of men and boys who perform contradances as an act of devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe. In Yaqui
tradition, they always lead a religious procession, blessing the ground
with their music and dance. They (and their musicians playing violins
and guitars) would be followed by Yaqui pascolas and a deer dancer,
with their musicians which include violinists, a harper, and a flute and
drum player. They in turn were to be followed by a group of young
Tohono O'odham costumed for the traditional O'odham che/kana
dance and carrying replicas of birds and clouds over their heads. Their
singers, accompanied by a basket drum and rattles, would follow them.
A Tohono O'odham pascola dancer, accompanied by his violin and a
guitarist, came next. He was to be followed by the clergy and then by
the Grupo Cristo Rey. The processional path would be lined by
Knights of Columbus, saluting the Bishop with their swords and then
bringing up the rear after the musicians had passed.
Each group, except the Knights, would be playing its own music,
performing its own dances, and "doing its own thing," without reference to the others. The resulting procession (for things went pretty
much as planned) was a sort of audible version of a baroque altarpiece-richly textured, filled with movement, and consisting of a large
number of disparate elements, each complete and independent in and
of itself, each endowed with its own layers of meaning. Like a high
baroque altarpiece, the end result was rather overwhelming.
Mter Mass, an Anglo American woman approached the leader
and told him that the mariachi of which he was a member sounded
beautiful, but that it was a pity that "those other groups" were playing
at the same time. The leader replied hastily and emphatically to the
effect that the point of the whole procession-" our custom," as he put
it, was to have everyone playing, singing, and dancing simultaneously.

Conclusions
I feel strongly that connections exist between the aesthetic or
organizational principles underlying the twentieth-century objects and
events which I have described and those which resulted in the baroque
architectural assemblages of eighteenth-century New Spain. While the
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concept of surviving or revived knowledge serves perfectly well to
explain the objects which I have described briefly as neobaroque, I
believe that the materials and events I have detailed in this essay must
be explained in a different way. To treat these modes of organization as
direct survivals from the eighteenth-century baroque art style would
require clear evidence of survival and transmission-evidence which
may not be available. It seems much more likely that both they and the
style of architectural decoration we call baroque are results of a sense of
how things should go together that has been a basic part of Mexican
culture since at least the eighteenth century.
It may have been in place much longer than that. I have seen sixteenth-century churchyard crosses in central Mexico that seem to be
expressing many of the same organizational preferences. The outdoor
cross at Atzacoalco in Mexico's Distrito Federal, for instance, is covered
with the symbols of the Passion of Christ, carved in low relief. The
crown of thorns is draped over the neck of the cross itself, and the
image of Christ's face from St. Veronica' s Veil is rendered in high relief
at the crossing. 16 Both these features tend to anthropomorphize the
cross or at least render its status as an object or as a being rather ambiguous. Further ambiguity is provided by gouts of blood which gush from
nail holes in the crossY At San Felipe de los Alzates in Michoacan, the
Christian crown of thorns in the center of the cross surrounds a flat
obsidian disc. This is thought by some scholars to be a survival of the
reported Aztec custom of inlaying precious stones into idols in order to
give them life. IS
Such crosses as these, with their densely packed relief sculpture
and ambiguous identity as artifact or being, are not alone in suggesting
that the organizational preferences usually identified with the baroque
style were in place in Mexican art a few decades after the Conquest.
Over and over on sixteenth-century architecture there are densely
packed portals, arches, and wall paintings which attest to the same set
of organizational principles. 19
And before the century of contact? Superficially it would seem
that the masterpiece of Aztec sculpture known as the Great Coatlicue,
currently on display in the Museo Nacional de Antropologia e Historia
in Mexico City, may have resulted from the application of similar principles. In fact, it may turn out that this deeply rooted aspect of Mexican
culture, if indeed that is what it is, results from an all-too-familiar convergence between European and Mesoamerican cultural elements. 20
But that is far beyond the scope of this exploratory essay.
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What I hope to have accomplished in the above pages is twofold.
I have tried to point out, echoing such scholars as Irving Leonard,21
that the organizational impulse of the baroque goes far beyond the
details of a specific art style in a certain time and place-eighteenthcentury Mexico. At the same time I have indicated ways in which it
seems that the same aesthetic value system that produced the magnificent eighteenth-century churches that have so impressed generations of
art historians and others appears to be still at work in what was once
the northwest corner of New Spain.

