
Part II - Dog Spelled Backwards in Oaxaca 
The Spaniards, during the colonial era, plowed a great deal of their wealth into cathedrals, churches and convents 
that rivaled anything in Roman Catholic Europe for opulence and grandeur. During the Benito Juarez era (1860’s – 
1870’s) the government seized the property of the Church, emptied the convents, and tried to secularize the nation. 
(Benito Juarez was a Oaxacan native son and Mexico’s only indigenous president).  The secularization of the 
government was successful over time, even though it took a somewhat bloody course. (See Graham Greene’s “The 
Power and the Glory” ). Time, earthquakes and neglect took their toll on these old monuments, but fortunately many 
have now been painstakingly restored or are in the process of restoration. Although many of the grand churches are 
still in use, others have become museums, as have nearly all the convents (known as “ex-conventos”  in Mexico). 
The temples and cathedrals in Oaxaca are prime examples of the opulent splendor produced by indigenous 
craftsmen (whom, I read, were not allowed in their creations in the colonial era, but instead were ministered to from 
side-chapels). In Oaxaca, the ex-convento of Santo Domingo is the city’s pride, as it has been splendidly restored 
and houses an wonderful museum and adjacent botanical garden.  
 
One cannot speak of southern Mexico, indeed much of Mexico, without getting into matters of the spirit. In 
previous trips, we did not pay a lot of attention to the Virgin of Guadalupe and lesser icons, but our New Mexican 
friends got us interested. (They reported that at a McDonald’s near Puebla, they saw a sign for "Employee of the 
Month." Underneath the sign was a picture of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Classic!). As Octavio Paz wrote, “There are 
two beliefs deeply imbedded in Mexican consciousness: belief in the lottery and belief in the Virgin of Guadalupe.”  
 
The Virgin of Guadalupe allegedly revealed herself to an indigenous convert named Juan Diego on December 9, 
1631. She was dark skinned and spoke to him in Nahuatl. The spot where she appeared, four times, was on a hill 
that formerly contained a temple to Tonantzin, who represented apple pie and (virgin?) motherhood to the Aztecs, 
that is, she was the mother of the earth and all living things. Aha—so you are starting to see the parallels emerge. 
Juan Diego convinced the bishop that his vision was real, the story goes, when fresh roses (out of season) cascaded 
from his wrap to reveal Guadalupe’s image famously embedded into the cloth. Since then, she has been associated 
with fresh roses and the sun, the earth and the moon—all-important spiritually to the Aztec. Depictions of 
Guadalupe (see below) always show her in a star-studded cloak, encircled by the sun’s rays, and to show the sun’s 
higher rank, she is standing on the moon. 
 

   
 

Left: Traditional painting of Guadalupe, with Juan Diego himself.  
Center: Diego Rivera rendition.   
Right: “ Fridalupe,”  photo compilation by Jane (notice Diego at bottom holding up the moon))

 



The Guadalupe image helped fuse pre-Hispanic and Spanish Catholic religions, a fusion that exists to this day. 
Guadalupe became the symbol of the Mexicans in their war for independence from Spain. She has been the beacon 
of other populist movements and her image can be seen in taxis, buses, on tee shirts, and as tattoos. We noticed that 
Oaxaqueños, and many other Mexicans for that matter, place such faith in the protective powers of Guadalupe that 
they deem it wholly unnecessary to wear seat belts in their cars.  
 
Catholic scholars have questioned Juan Diego’s apparition and even the existence of Juan Diego himself. 
Nonetheless, in 1999, Pope John Paul II proclaimed Our Lady of Guadalupe the Patron Saint of the Americas. Juan 
Diego achieved sainthood in 2002.  
 
Another popular icon in the Oaxacan tradition is the “Virgen de la Soledad,”  who is traditionally depicted wearing a 
black flowing, conically shaped garment with gold embroidery. (The photo blow is of a clay folk-art depiction by 
one of the Aguilar sisters – more on them later).  
 

   
Virgen de la Soledad    Niños de Dios for sale in a market 
 
Although various virgins are the most popular icons one sees, Frida Kahlo runs a close second. I even saw a 
number of Frida depictions in a shop full of religious artifacts today.  They are displayed in all the different ways 
one can purchase a Guadalupe or Soledad. Maybe some day they will even merge? (See my rendition, above) On 
the other hand, perhaps they appeal to different markets. My Spanish teacher in San Miguel last year insisted that in 
Mexico, no one gave a rat’s behind about Frida until the foreigners, and then Selma Hayek, made her an icon.  
 
A tradition that we witnessed one Sunday before lent was Candelaria and the day for the “Niños de Dios.”  People—
mostly women—purchase dolls and then proceed to dress them in elaborate costumes, mostly of the angelic or 
regal variety. Some, however, are dressed in a way that reflects the parents’  aspirations for their children – as a 
doctor, for instance. (Far left in the photo) The family then takes them to church. Men carry some, often as one 
would carry an infant. We watched priests sprinkle holy water on these dolls and bless them as the parishioners left. 
Afterwards, candy was distributed in the church plaza for the (real) children. The dolls are later placed on the 
family altars that are maintained by many Mexican Catholic families in their homes. 
 
We visited an ex-convent south of Oaxaca at Cuilapam that was never finished. It was constructed during the latter 
part of the 1500s, but the project was plagued with cost overruns. (Sound familiar?) Finally King Phillip of Spain 
pulled the plug and it was never finished. It’ s pretty romantic looking as it stands now. We happened there on a 
Sunday where serial weddings (a cost-saving method for young couples) were occurring in the convent’s church 
and we stopped in to watch. As one wedding finished, the teenage bride ran out ahead of the equally young groom 
(who was left carrying the flowers), looking very unhappy. Anyway, so much for romance. 
 


