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The Print Sources o[ New Mexican 
Colonial Hide Paintings 

A NUMBER OF PAINTINGS of teligious themes were done on animal 

hides in New Mexico during the Colonial era. Recent scholarship 
has uncovered sorne remarkable information about these works. 

What follows is a summary of the discoveries made to date and a discussion 
of the relationship between sorne hide paintings and the prints which in­

spired them. 
Information about the hide paintings of Colonial New Mexico has come 

from several sources, both contemporary and moderno The few c1ues as to 
the identities oE the hide painters and the patrons have come fI'Om the docu­

ments oE the Spanish Archives of New Mexico, the Archives of the Archdio­
cese oE Santa Fe, and the Land Records of New Mexico. Inc1uded in these 

archives are wills and inventories listing ownership of the paintings, descrip­
tions of their subjects, and possession of the tools oE the trade. The most 

useful discussion oE the hides i5 the inventory compiled in 1776 by Fray 
Francisco Atanasio Domínguez. l The Franciscan visitador toured the mission 

churches oE the Custody of the Conversion oE St. Paul oE the Province of 
the Holy Gospel, noting, among other things, the type and disposition 

of the sacred aH found within .. This and other inventories provide informa-

L Francisco Atanasio Domínguez, The Miniom 01 New Mexiw, I776, translated and edited 

by Eleanol B Adams and Fray Angélico Chávez, Albuquerque, Universiry of New Mexico 

Press, 1956, 
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44 KELLY DONAHUE-WALLACE 

tion to the researcher attempting to discern provenance, contemporary 
usage, and favorite devotions represented in the hides .. 

More recent investigation includes the work of E. Boyd, who attempted 
to identify the hands of the diffáent hide painters in her 1974 book, Popular 
ArtJ ofSpanilh New Mexico. 2 An important contribution of this work is the 
list of all hides known to exist at that time and their locarions. Donna Pierce 
has recently completed a study of the hides, focusing on the references to 
painters and patrons in the archives mentioned aboye} Thomas J. Steele, SI, 

has also found documents in Inquisition records referring to a possible hide 
painter.4 The author of the present artide has taken a different approach, 
looking for European and American sources fDI the images painted onto the 
hides,5 

As decoration fOI rhe mission churches of New Mexico, hide paintings were 
part of a large repertoire of sacred images that induded paintings, prints, 
and sculpture flom Spain and New Spain, and locally produced images 
in the round, relief panels, and altarscreens., Documentary evidence suggests 
that painting on animal skins began within forty years of the initial settle­
ment of 1598.6 Unfonunately many, if not al1, of the earliest hides were des­
troyed in the Pueblo lndian Revolt of 1680-1692, None of the remaining 
hide paintings are thought to predate the resettlement of the late seventeenth 
century/ meaning that most of the hides found today in churches, mu­
seums, and private collections were painted sometime between 1693 and the 

2 E Boyd, Popular Arts olSpanish New Mexico, Santa Fe, Museum of New Mexico Pless, 

1974 
3 Donna Pierce, "The Hide Painting Tladition in New Mexico and its EUlOpean and Me­

xican SOUIces," in The Segener Hides. An Anthology, Santa Fe, Palace of the Govemors, in 

press 

4 Thomas J Steele, sr, "Flancisco Xaviel Romero: A Hithelto-Unknown Santero," in The 
Segener Hides .. · An Anthology, Santa Fe, Palace oE the Govemors, in pre55. 

5 .. This infOlmation, along with a summaly of the lesearch conceming hide paintings to 

date, can be found in Kelly Donahue-Wallace, "An Odyssey ofImages: The Flemish, Span­

i5h, and New Spanish PIint SOUIces ofNew Mexican Colonial Hide Paintings," MA The­

sis, University oE New Mexico, 1994 
6 .. Pierce, op, cie, pp, 9-13, discusses documents lefelling to the painting of hides between 

1637 and 1661. 

7 Ibidem, p .. 14 
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THE PRINT SOURCES OF NEW MEXICAN 45 

end of the eighteenth century when the santero tradition began to dominate 
New Mexican paiming.8 The only hides which may have been painted after 
1800 were the work of one .santero who will be discussed below. 

The anists of New Mexico chose animal hides for their paintings for 
several reasons. Painting on prepared leather was a well-established tradition 
in Spain and the New World.9 Deer, elk, amelope, and buffalo skins were 
plemiful while canvas was nor. Skins were durable, making them attractive 
to the Franciscan missionaries who may have used the hide paintings as 
portable tools oE instruction.IO Most oE the pigments were absorbed by the 
skin and so the hides would have suffered no ill effects from being rolled for 
transportation to oudying visitas" 

The durability of the paintings was due to the technique employed by the 
artists. The hides, which were acquired in trade from Plains lndians or hun­
ted locally, were scraped, cured and stretched before the application oE' the 
pigmento In sorne cases, the process of preparation of the skin left faim stria­
tions which can still be seen today. Once in the artist's studio, a preliminary 
sketch was made on the hide with carbono A seventeenth-century document 
states that lndian hide painters could be found covered in carbon, suggesting 
that that material was used in the preliminary stages of the painting process.II 

The instrument used for the drawing is unknown but may have been a scor­
ched stylus oE some sort.. The sketch consisted only of ourlines without inte­
rior modelling. This drawing is still visible in many of the paintings. Local 
and imported vegetable and mineral pigmemsI2 were like1y applied with 

8. For information on the santero tradition see Boyd, op. cit., pp. 145-169 and 32}-439 See 

also Thomas J. Steele, SI, Santo.5 and Saints: The Religious Polk Art of Hispanic New Mexiw, 
revised edition, Santa Fe, Ancient City Press, 1994; William Wroth, Christian Images of His­
panie New Mexico, ColOlado Sptings, Colorado Sptings Fine Arts Center, 1982, and Lany 

Frank, New Kingdom of the Saints .. Religíous Art ofNew Mexico, I¡8o-I90¡, Santa Fe, Red 

Crane Books, I992 .. 

9 See Pierce, op. cit., pp. 2-4, and Juan Alnaud, "Miniatura, grabado y encuadernación," in 

Ar's hispani:oe: historia universal de arte hispdníco, Madrid, Plus Ultra, 1962, voL 18, pp .. 332-334 .. 
10 .. No documentary evidence has yet been found which SUppOlts the theory that mission­

aries carried the hide paintings from church ro chUlch during the early years of evangel­

izatíon .. The ídea was exnapolated fiom the use of sargas, or unframed canvases, by the friars 

of central Mexico .. See Pierce, op cit., p .. 6 .. 

n. Ibidem, p. 10 

12. Boyd, op .. cit., p n8, discusses the use of imponed indigo and Prussian blue and of 
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brushes, though the staining effect of the pigments on the hide obscures 
any brushstrokes. Once the painting was completed, it may have been placed 
within a wooden frame, though none of the original hames survive. 

From church inventories and private wills we learn that hides were ac­
ceptable vehides for sacred images. Hide paintings were hung throughout 
the nave and sanctuary of the churches.I3 Hides were no more 01 less preva­
lent in predominandy Indian churches than they were in Spanish communi­
tieso The Domínguez inventory reveals that sorne hides were commissioned 
by devout parishioners and friars who used their own funds to decorate the 
interÍors of their churches.I4 Hides were also found in domes tic shrÍnes as 
pan oE personal devotional collections which included prints, sculptures, 
and paintings on canvas"I5 

The themes represented by the hide painters refer to devotions oE the 
Franciscan Order and advocations of Christ and the Virgin popular in Spain 
and New Spain. Paintings of the Virgin fa.r outnumber all others, with the 
Crucifled Christ a distant second. Many oE the hide paintings were represen­
tations oE miraculous images fl0m Spain and New Spain, such as OUt Lady 
of Guadalupe and Our Lady oE Solitude. Following these in number were 
the standardized images oE saints of the Franciscan Order, such as St. 
Anthony of Padua and St. Francis ofAssisi. Paintings with narrative develop­
ment were infrequent. 

In addition to holy themes, two types of secular hides existo The flrst, 
and most abundant, are paintings of a purely decorative nature. These orna­
mental pieces were used to caver the walls and ceilings of churches and 
homes.I6 The secand category of secular hide paintings consists of only two 
examples. These are the two batde scenes known as SegeHer 1 and Sege15er 

localIy produced vegetabIe dyes. In a personal conversation, Bettina Raphael, former director 

of conservation at the Museum of International FoIk Art in Santa Fe, New Mexico, men­

tioned the use of an iron-based pigment 

I3 See Domínguez, op .. cit, and Spanilh Anhives of New Mexito, Santa Fe, Museum of 

New Mexico, 1987, archives nos .. 1360 and I993. 

14. For references to donated hide paintings, see Domínguez, op. cit., pp 93, 121, 133, and 

191. 
15. Richard E.. Ahlborn, "The Will ofa New Mexico Woman in 1762," New Me.xiw Histor­

ical Review, voL 65, no .. 3, JuIy, 1990, p .. 342. 

16. Pierce, op. cit, pp. 9-12, and Spanúh Archivel ofNew Me.xito, Seriel! General Rewrdl 
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THE PRINT SOURCES OF NEW MEXICAN 47 

121 The first represents an unknown event and the second chronides the 
events surrounding the Villasur expedition of 1720. There is no evidence of 
other types of secular hide paintings, such as portraits, produced in New 
Mexico during the Colonial periodo 

The hides were not signed, but so me dues have recently been uncovered 
concerning the identities of a few of the painters. Seventeenth-century docu­
ments found by Danna Pierce refer to Indians painting hides"I8 According to 
Inquisition records of 1637-r638, Governor Luis de Rosas ran a sweat shop of 
about thirty Indians painting hides. Land records from r660 daim that 
Governor López de Mendizábal employed indigenous hide painters as well. 
Twa inventaries from 1715-1716 and 1728, discovered by Thomas J. Steele, SI, 

seem to suggest that a mestizo from Mexico City, Francisco Xavier Romero, 
painted hides in addition to making shoes and serving as the surgeon for the 
town of Santa Cruz de la Cañada.I9 The 1763 will of híde dealer Manuel 
García Parijas, lists among the debtors Fray Andrés García,20 wha was 
known for his painted woad retablo.s and bultos, perhaps indicating that the 
missionary was also a hide painter. 

The style of the works of these anonymous artists varies widely from na­
turalism to crude stylization. In general, the artists of this group consciously 
sought to emulate the dominant styles of larger artistic centers in Europe 
and America. Through formal or informal training received in New Spain or 
New Mexico, the painters leamed the application, if not the principIe, of 
linear perspective; human anatomy and proportion; strength of draftsman­
ship; color and modelling to create the illusian oE volume; design and dec­
orative motives, and iconography. However, while New Spain enjoyed the 
ebullient Baroque of Miguel Cabrera, New Mexican artists painted more 
somber forms reminiscent of the quiet spiritualism and power of the seven­
teenth-century tenebrist Baroque painters of Spain and New Spain. Com­
pasitions were simple and unduttered in marked contrast to the direction oE 

and the Records 01 the Court 01 Private Land Claim.s, microfilm edition, Santa Fe, State 

Records Center and Archives, 1987, IOIl 2, fiames 964-967 

17 See Gottfiied Hotz, The Segesser Hide PaintingJ Masterpieces Depiaing Spani.sh Colonial 
New Me.xiw, Santa Fe, Museum of New Mexico Press, 1991, and The Segesser Hides. An 
Anthology, Santa Fe, n .. e., in press. 

18 .. Pierce, op cit, p. 10. 

19 Steele, op. cit, p. 4 

2.0. Spanish Archives 01 New Mexico, IOIl 2, frames 964-967 
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Figure 1. Wavy Hcm Paintcr. Chrisr W'ashing rh( Fur 01 rlN Discipln, 18th centu r)' . Mil!icent 
Rogers Museum. Taos, New Mexico. Phorograph COUrIesy of ,he Cem er for SoUthwesl 
Research, Zi mmcrman librar)', Ull ivcrsity ofNew Mexico, and ¡he M ilI iccnt Rogen 

Museum. 

Mexlean Baroque paimlng in che eiglHeemh eemury. Howeyer. New Mcx­
lcan palertes did rcAeer some of me luminosiry of eighteenrh-ecmu ry viee­
regal paiming in New Spain , ind uding a similar predil eerion for reds and 
blues. 

The work of the most skilled palmero whom I haye na med che Wayy 
Hem Paimer, is charaeterizcd by an exaggerated treatmem of che curves of 
hemlines (figure ¡) . ll He painred long, eleganr figures with proponions typi­
cal of che persistent Mannerisr aestheric in Mexican painting. Another com­
monal ry among rhe paintings by rhis anisr are rhe strongly drawn and softly 
modelled facial features . The indusion of derails, like che wavy hems, which 
did noc appear ro sueh exrrayaganr lengrhs in che print sou rces (see below), 
suggesrs an anisr ex perieneed enough [O haye developed a sryle of his own. 

21. T he works of ¡his painter wcrc previously believed 10 be ,he work of an an iSI known as 

Frallciscan F., so named by E. Boyd, op. cil., pp. 118-122, bccause one of his paintings indu­

ded lhal leuer. Subscqucnt research has discovcred lhal Ihe "F" was copied from .he print 

sourcc of Ihe paintillg :.llld was nOI a signam rc. 
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Figure 2. Mountain·Trec Painler, 
Sto DominirofGuvnán, 18lh cemury. 

T arlor MuS(urn. Counesy of 
lhe Tarlor Mustum of Ihe Colondo 

Springs Fine Ans Ccnrer. 

49 

He was [he most daring of (he hide painters, frequendy choosing difficulr 
composirio l1s wirh mulriplc figures, and was dearly (he most ski lled ar ren­
dcring figures in space. Ir stands ro reason rhar ei tll er rhe Wavy Hem Painrer 
was trained dsewhcre in New Spain or he was mueh bcner sdf-raughr rhan 
his conremporaries. 

Qrher painrers idenrified by (heir unique eharacreristics are me Moun­
rain-Tree Paimer, (he Dashed Sky Paimer, and (he ¡anUro Molleno. The 
work of (he Moumain-Tree Paimer is characrerized by rhe indusion of small 
moumains eovered with oddly placed (rees with rounded leaves (figure 2). 

This anísr was nor as skilled as the Wavy Hem Paimer and dearly was trou­
blcd by {he represenmion of anaromy and (he placemcm of figu res in space. 
His conrcmporary, rhe Dashed Sky Paimer, negared space by placing his 
figu res in from of baekgrounds made of shorr, dashcd lines (figure 3). This 
rype of sky may have come from Mexican engravings thar placed (he figures 
before backgrounds of [hin paraJlel lines (figure 14, for example). An cxeep­
rion ro me general eharacreristics described above are rhe four hide painrings 
which have been anribUled on me bas is of (he highly srylized figures and 
(wo-dimensional space ro a JIlnttTO known only by [he llame Molleno, who 
was active berween 1812 and 1845. This artisr is belicved by Boyd and Pieree 
ro be one of the lasí pracririoners of rhe rechnique and his work belongs 
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Figur~ J. Dashcd Sky Paime!T. St.J(JJ~ph and tlN Chmt ChUa, 181h ce!mury. Frcd 
Haryc:ry Collc:ction of lhe! Inte!tnadonal Folk An Foundalion. al Ihe: MU5c:Um of 
Imc:malional Folk An. 
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Figure 4. Wavy Hem Painler, IlIfa", Sal'ior Srttnding 011 ,hr Sn-pr", witIJ ,br Globr, 181h 
eemul)'. Collecrion of Ihe Spanish Colonial Aro Socie:ty. Ine .. al Ihe: Museum of 
ime:rnalional Folk Are 
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more properly ro the .santero tradition oE the late eighteenth, nineteenth, and 
twentieth centuries. 22 

Aspiring hide painters probably had few "master s" with whom ro study. 
The exigencies oE daily living made alife dedicated solely to art impractical. 
Most known artists had other careers, such as Bernardo Miera y Pacheco, 
who was a captain in the army, Fray Andrés Garda, the missionary, or Fran­
cisco Xavier Romero, mentioned earlier, who worked as a shoemaker and 
town surgeon. To learn the standardized, European forms demanded by 
patrons, the New Mexican artists had to rely almost entirely on the study of 
printed images and a few imported paintings for artistic inspiration, and for­
mal and thematÍc instruction. Both knowledge of contemporary~or nearly 
contemporary-stylistic developments and of accepted European norms oE 
representation for sacred subjects were received from the information trans­
mitted by prints impotted from Europe and New Spain. The prints available 
to the hide painters oE New Mexico were supplemented by various texts 
intended ro aid artists in the correct depiction oE religious themes. The 
published decrees oE the various Provincial Councils celebrated in New 
Spain were found in the Franciscan library at Santo Domingo Pueblo.23 Also 
found at the library were the published decrees of the Council ofTrent. 

The print sources used by the New Mexican hide painters carne from 
Europe and New Spain. It is impossible to teU how many prints arrived in 
the far-northern province. Púnts appear in church inventories as well as pri­
vate wills., For example, two lists made of the belongings of Francisco Xavier 
Romero, when he appeared in court in 17I5-IlI6 and 172.8, counted forty 
prints and sixty-seven prints respectively?4 Prints, in the form oE loose ima­
ges and book illusuations arrived in New Mexican territorÍes via official 
supply caravans and in personal belongings. 

The most complex compositions oE those reproduced onto hide carne 
from prints oE Flemish origino The hide painting of The Infont Savior Stan­
ding on the Serpent with the Globe by the Wavy Hem Painter (figure 4) was 

22, Boyd, op, cit, p, 127, and Pierce, op. cit, pp, 17-18, 

23-, Domínguez, op cit., p .. 2.23, entry no .. 37, and p., 2,2,6, entry no 98 For information on 

the decrees oE the Provincial Councils see Mariano Galván Rivera, Concilio ¡JI provincial 
mexicano, I)8), Barcelona, Imprenta de Manuel Miró y d" Marsa, 1870, and Francisco Anto­

nio Lorenzana, ed" Concilios provinciaüs, Mexico, Imprenta de Superior Gobierno de Br. 

Joseph Antonio de Haga!, 1769 

24 Steele, op cit., pp" 5 and 7 
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Figure S. Piecer de Jode 11, Infom Sal/ior Standing O" tM Saprnr lIIirh tIN Glow, 1661. British 
Must'um. Courcesy of che British Must'um. 
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inspired by a 1661 engraving by Pieter de Jode II (figure 5) of a design by the 
Flemish Baroque painter Anthony van Dyck. This hide painting, in the col­
leetion oE the Spanish Colonial Ans Soeiety Ine., and housed in the 
Museum of International Folk Art in Santa Fe, depicts the blessing Christ 
Child holding the cross that surmounts a globe. Behind the figure is a great 
billowing cloth .. Above, heavy clouds roil in a sky cut by shafts of light. To 
His left, a vine climbs a walL Though ir has largely been cut off, rhere is a 
small part oE the snake visible in Eront of rhe globe. One obvious differenee 
between the engraving and the painting are the diagonal bands of color at 
the top oE the hide" The painter transformed the delieate shafts oE light 
found in the print into these heavy bands" This appears to have been or 
become a eonvention in New Mexieo for representing sunlight. Another 
change ro the composition is the walL Instead oE a natural grotto, the direct 
access ro the underworld, the hide painter has built a man-made wall out of 
regularly placed masonry. 

The image of the Christ Child standing on the serpent is based on a pas­
sage from the Book of Genesis in which the snake gave Eve the fruit and 
caused the Fall of humankind. In God's condemnation of this act, He said 
that Eve's offspring would one day crush the snake underfoot. 25 This pro­
phecy was alternately interpreted to mean that the Virgin, the Christ Child, 
or both, would defeat the serpen!.. It is the visual representation of Christ's 
vicrory over eviL By clutching the cross that surmounts the globe, the Child 
proclaims the preeminence of Christianity in the world and presents himself 
as ltS savlOur. 

The Wavy Hem Painter used another Flemish print source for his two 
paintings of the Crucifixion with Cup-Bearing Angel Both are housed in the 
Museum of New Mexico. The first, in the collection oE the Spanish Colonial 
Arts Society, Inc., measures 182 by 134 cm, and the secand, belonging to the 
International Folk Art Foundation, 200 by 165 cm (figure 6). In the first 
painting, Christ is alive on the Cross, closely surrounded by the Virgin, St 
John the Evangelist and the angel, with the Magdalen clutching the base of 
the Cross from behind. In the second, Christ hangs dead on the Cross and 
the arrangement of figures around the central axis is loo ser.. The model for 
the paintings was an engraving based on a design made by Rubens in 16r6 
(figure 7)" This image appeared in several editions of the MilSale romanum 

25 Genesis, 3:15 
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Figure 6. Wavy Hem Painlcr, Crurifix;OIl w;th Cup-Btaring AIlgt4181h ecnrury. Fred Harvcy 
Collccrion of Ihc Intcrnalional Folk An Foundation, al (he Muscum oflmcrmuional Folk 
Art. Court~ of rhe Muscum of International Folk An (phoro by Blair Clark). 
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Figure 7. Crurifixio1/, ca. 1687. From MiSlIllt r01nll1ll(m, Officina Plarlli:.tnalMoretllli, 
Archdiocesc ofSanra Fe, Nev.' Mexico, al lhe Museum of [11 (ernational Folk An , 
Sama Fe. 
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Figure 8. Jan Wiericx, Christ Wmhillg lht 
Fm oftlN Disáp/tI, IS96,Jeronimo Nadal 

from EIIIII/gt/ictt histori¡t illlllgifl ts. 
Counesy of ,he Gcny Cemer fo r the 

History of An and Humani[ies, 
Rcsource Collttlions. 

57 

published by {he heirs of Chrisropher Plantin. Several missals of rhe Colo­
nial period bearing chis engraving remai n in Ncw Mcxico. 

Unlike the Infont S/wiour Standing on t/u S~rpmt witb fb~ Globt, in these 
r\Vo cases the Wavy Hem Painrer chose ro make substantial aherarions tO rhe 
printed model. WhiJe the Rubens design included a rather large angel col­
lecting rhe blood of Ch risr, borh hides havc an angel gready reduced in size. 
Conversely, (he town of Jerusalem in (he background was cnlargcd in borh 
paintings. One hide deparred evcn fu rther from che prinr sourcc, depicring 
Christ bifor~ His dearh. This rcduction and red irecrion of anemion back (Q 

the central narrarive, coupled with the enlargemenr of che town in che back­
ground, served ro emphasize (he actual evem and lessen [he allegorical value 
in favor of (he more concrctc narrarive. 

The rhird prinr source (figurc 8) found ro date for a hide painring by [he 
Wavy Hem Paincer can be sa id (Q have an intcrnacional provcnance: an ¡tal­
ian designer, a Flemish engraver, and a Spanish patrono The engraving source 
of [he CbriJr Wasbing lbe FUI o[ rbr DiJcipüJ, by (he Wavy Hem Painrer 
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Figurr 9. José Amonio Rrmemerfa, 
NI/(ftM S,ñorn M Btgo,in, 1717. 
Biblioreca Nacional, Madrid. Courtesy 
of Bibliolec~ Nacional, Madrid. 

(figure 1), was rhe wo rk of Jan Wiericx of Anrwerp. Wiericx reproduccd a 
design by Italian Manller isr Bernardo Passeri fo r rhe ill usrra red gospels, 
Adllotllliolles el meditlltiones in Evangelia qUl! in sacrosanto missl! sacrificio toto 
mUlo legulltur; Cl/m Ewwgeliorum concordaria historia imegritati sulficienti, by 
rhc Spanish Jesuit Jerónimo Nadal. 16 Wiericx's work appeared in seve ral ed­

irions of rhe Adno/Illiones et meditlltiones beginning in 1595. The engraving 
and ies 152 companion images of rhe annm3red gospel wcre also used for 
oeher pubJicatiolls, such as rhe 1593 edirion of ElJflllgeliCif bistorite imagines ex 
ordine ElJfI1lgeliorum qUl! toto anno in misstf. sacrificio recitantur in ordinem 
temporis lJittf Cbristi digesld and ehe 1722 edition of Sor María de Jesús de 
Agreda's Jife of rhe Virgin clHirled Mystica ciudad de Dios, published by [he 
Hendrick Verdussen firm of Amwerp. l7 Because Sor María was believed ro 

26. A.J.J. Delen, Hiuoi" d, la gmvurr Mm {tS nnCÚIII Pnys-BM rt Mm {rs Prov;nrrs Btlgrs 
drs origil/ts jusqun In fill du XVlt si,r/t, Paris, F. dr Nobrlr, 1969, pan 1, p. EH. 

27. Dclen, op. cil., pan l. pp. J54 and 154, note. 
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Figure 10. N U'1"n S"iorn dr &golin, 18th 
cenlury. ColleCl ion of ¡he Archdioct"sc o( 

Sama Fe, pholOgmph on file al Ihe 
¡\'llIscum of [llI l'rn:nionaJ Folk An 

(phOlo by Bernard Lópt.'Z). 
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have miraculously appeared in New Mexico during rhe sevenreemh cemury 
and beca use her book was presenr in New Mexican colonial libraries,!8 rhe 

MystiCII d "df,d de Dios becomes rhe mosr likely source for rhe prim of Ch risr 
and rhe disciples seen by rhe hide paimer. T he engravi ng fearures a cenrral 
narrarive o f Chrisr kneeling before Pcter wirh rhe aposrles seared ro H is lefr. 
Opposi re [he main scene is rhe image of Chrisr removing His o urer garmenr. 
Above chis grou p, as if in anorher room, Chrisr and the disci plcs are seared 
around a rabie. An inscription ar the lower, righr-hand comer of Ihe image. 
idenrifics Jan W ieriex as the cngraver. Above (he secne is the inscri prion , 
"Grua rommmús, ti lavado ptdum. lisidtm capitibus. [ 0 1 Ixxvij ,n idemifying 

rhe evcm as those surrounding Ihe Last Supper and bclow the scene is a group 
oflenered annorations corresponding ro lencrs found in the illustrarion. 

The hide painting of Cbris, Wt,sbillg ,br Feu of/he Disciples, in Ihe collcc­

rion of Ihe Milliccm Rogcrs Museum ofTaos, New Mexico. is rhe largesr of 
rhe remain ing examples of Colonial paiming of a sacred [heme on skins. 
measuring 170 by 253 cm. h fearu res the rhree scenes described aboye: Chrisr 

28. EJe~nor B. Adams. "Two New l\'[exican Colonial Librarics," Nrw Mr::.:iro Historienl 
Rrvirw. vol. 19, no. 2, Apri l. 194+ p. 151. 
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removing His outer garment, Christ kneeling as He washes the feet of Peter, 
and the Last Supper. As with his other works, the Wavy Hem Painter did 
not reproduce the inscription accompanying the printed image. He did, 
however, indude at least one of the letters from the annotations, the "p", 

though he did not reproduce the annotations themselves. 29 This curious 
choice has several possible explanations" It is likely that the New Mexican 
artist, fearing censure for departing froro the proscribed model, faithfully 

reproduced the reference letters in the image and only one remains visible. 
Perhaps the painting was ro be viewed in conjunction with the book beating 
the inscriptions and the referent letters would aid in instruction" If the hide 
was used by the friars to teach catechism, the letters would have helped to 

direct the attention of the audience ro the correct portion of the painting. 
Flanders was not the only source for the printed images that inspired 

the hide painters of Colonial New Mexico" Prints ham Spain also arriv­
ed in the distant province for the use of local artists. One such print was rhe 

engraving by José Antonio Remetería of the miraculous sculpture of Nuestra 
Señora de Begoña (figure 9). Made in 1714,30 the engraving shows the Virgin 
and Child in rich robes standing on a pedestaL Both figures are crowned and 
the Virgin has a flaming nimbus surmounted by a cross. She holds the rosary 

of her advocation and the Child raises a hand in blessing. Surrounding the 
pair are six flower-bearing angel s fluttering in the niche which houses 
the sculpture. Above the scene is an inscription which reads, "ASSUMPTA EST 

IN ClELUM,," Below the pedestal is the inscription beating the name of the 

anist and an illegible name-the publisher?-and date. Below the identifY­
ing information is a cartouche beating the words, "La Prodigiosa Imag.n de 

Nra. S.ra de Begoña Patrona dI M.N. y M Leal Señorio de Vizcaya sita en la 
Villa de Bilbao." As the inscription suggests, the print was a portrait of the 

miraculous sculpture of the patroness of Bilbao, Our Lady of Begoña. Accor­
ding to her legend, the tiny sculpture was found by a Basque peasant on a 

hill overlooking the ciey of BilbaoY Her name comes from her words to the 

29 Ihis letter "F" was previously believed to be a signature, leading E., Boyd to dub the 

painter, "Franciscan En See Boyd, op, cit, p I2I. 

30, The catalogue ofprints fiom the Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid lists this print with the 

date 1714 See Elena Páez Ríos, Repertorio de grabados españoles en la Biblioteca Nacional, 
Madrid, Ministerio de Cultura-Secretaría General Técnica? 1981, catalogue number 1789-2, 

31. José Augusto Pérez Sánchez, El culto mariano en España, Madtid, Consejo SupetioI de 

Investigaciones, 1943, p 75 
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Figurt 11. Antonio Casuo, 
Nlltstra Stíiorn dt In Asunción 

dt 5IIma Maria In Rt,úmdn. 
Reprintw from Artn tÚ Mrxiro. 
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workers consrrucring her shrine. When [hey wondered where ro put her 
during conmuction, rhe image said , "Begoña," meaning "1 will sray here ar 
rhe foor (of the rree)" in Basque. 

In [he collecrion of [he Archdiocese of 5ama Fe is a hide paiming of [he 
Begoña based on (he Basque prinr source (figure JO). The image measures 
146 by 108 cm and bcars (he same image of the Virgin and C hild found in 
[he primo Unlike [he Wavy Hem Painrer, [his artist induded sorne idemify. 
ing [ext. The upper border of [he paiming bears [he inscription, "Assumpta 
est Maria Regina in Ca::lum." Bclow the figures is a carrouche wiro [he ins· 
criprion, " La Milagrosa Imagen de Na 5a De Begoña 1608." The dare inscri· 
bed on the paiming does nor correspond ro rhe known date of che primo Ir is 
poss ible thar Remenrerfa's 1714 image was a co py of an engraving from 
che early sevemeemh cenrury and rhat chis hide, made soon afrer, surviv­
ed the Pueblo Indian Revole. More likely, che hide was painred in lhe eight­
eemh cemury ro commcmoraee an evenr char occurred in 1608, such as [he 
founding of a mission or rown, the deparrure of (he patron's Family from Sil­
baoP or the occurence of a mirade. 

}2. Tht sd eclion of ¡his uncornrnon ad\'OC3¡ion of ¡he Virgin was probably due [Q ¡he large 
Basque population in Ncw Mcxico. 
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FigufC' 12. Nllnlra Srfiora tk la IUII"ci6n á~ Soma Maria '" R~do"da. 18th ctnlUry. 
Frcd Han .. ~' Colltction of ,ht Int('rnarion:al Folk An Founda,ion :a"ht Muscum 
of Inttm:a¡ion:al Folk An. Sanla Ft. 
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Figure tj. NU(JfTa ~ñora tk ZApopan, ¡8th cenwl}'. Fr«Í Haryey Colltcrion of ,he 
Inlernational Folk Art Foundation al ¡he Museum oflnternational Folk Art, Santa Fe. 
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T wo interesting alterations made by the anist are the columns and the 
decoration oE the skirt oE the Virgin's dress" Instead oE copying the classical 
pilasters of the Spanish image, the New Mexican artist chose to replace them 
with swelling, highly-decorated columns" Clearly this architectural form held 
more significance for the New Mexican viewer than the restrained dassicism 
oE the pilasters in the print. The other change which the New Mexican anist 
made was the addition of medallions on the skin of the Virgin. In the en­
graving, two simple lines oE beads fall symmetrically down the f10nt of the 
skirt. In the hide painting, the anist replaced the beads with a single strand 
oE medallions bearing the images of five unknown holy figures. The busts 
may be intended to represent the religious cameos, reliquaries, medals, and 
medallions worn on the dresses oE pious ladies. Such adornments were fre­
quently given to venerated sculpture. Therefore, as with the columns, the 
New Mexican artist altered the composition to make it more familiar and 
appealing to his audience without losing the basic devotional image oE the 
Basque Our Lady oE Begoña. 

Prints from New Spain also arrived in New Mexico, where they supplied 
artists and parishioners with objects of devotion and mementos of regional 
cults. One such image was the early eighteenth-century engraving oE Nuestra 
Señora de la Asunción de Santa María la Redonda by Antonio de Castro (fig­
ure n), which inspired a hide painter in the distant province. The engraving 
was based on the miraculous sculpture of the Virgin oE the Assumption at 
the Church oE Santa María la Redonda in Mexico City. It features the Virgin 
ascending to Heaven with the aid oE three g10ups oE tiny putti. Behind the 
Virgin's head is a wide nimbus and she wears a robe bearing the marian and 
christological monograms. Typical of prints oE venerated sculpture, the cen­
tral figure is revealed by curtains held open by cords. To either side of the 
Virgin is an urn filled with flowers. The central figure g10up stands on a 
pedestal which may have borne an inscription. To the right of the pedestal is 
the artist's signature, "Ami. de Castro." 

The hide painting of Nue,stra Señora de la Asunción de Santa María la 
Redonda (figure 12.), in the collection oE the Museum oE New Mexico, is 
based on the Castro plinto The impetus for copying the print of this veneI­
ated image from Mexico City may have come from local parishioners trans­
planted from the capital. A significant difference between the painting and 
the print is the addition oE two angels, one on either side oE the Virgin. The 
angel to her left holds a sun on a stick while the angel tú her right holds a 
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moon. Another alteration to the composition oE the print was the overpaint­
ing done well after the hide leEr the hands oE the painter. The natme oE the 
technique oE hide painting, in which pigments stain the skin rather than sÍt­
ting on top oE it, led to rapid fading oE the images. Faithful parishioners, 
hoping to give a revered image new life, repeatedly retouched the hides. 
Sorne times the existing image was simply redrawn and/or repainted. Other 
hides were altered more substantially; sorne given completely new subjects or 
different settings. The Redonda in Santa Fe received this latter type oE altera­
tion" Surrounding the central image of the Virgin is an arch made to simu­
late Native American design patterns, reminiscent of the decoration oE sorne 
Pueblo Indian pottery. The jambs are surmounted by squat columns and 
topped by pots .. Springing ftom the jambs is a corbelled arch with rainbow­
like archivolts and downward-pointing geometric forms. Another change, or 
rather omission in the overpainting is the palm frond which has been re­
duced to a curved lineo 

Finally, a second Mexican print source has been discovered for a New 
Mexican Colonial hide painting. The hide painting oE Nue.5tra Señora de 
Zapopan (figure 13), in the collection of the Museum of New Mexico, was 
based on an engraving oE the same subject that appeared as the ftontispiece 
oE the book Origen de los dos célebres santuarios de la Nueva Galicia by Fran­
cisco de Florencia, published in 1757. This anonymous engraving (figure 14) 
features the Virgin as she was to be found in her sanctuary near Guadalajara, 
standing on a pedestal between curtains, urns of flowers, and candles. She 
wears a campaniform dress with long, pointed cuffs, and a mande .. On the 
dress are eight pendants. Her hair flows over the shoulders oE her gown and 
she is crowned. The figure and pedestal stand on an altar with a hontal 
decorated with a scroll design .. This anonymous engraving inspired a copy 
on hide in New Mexico, which testifies to the spread oE this cult and advoca­
tion into the northern province. As in the print, the Virgin stands between 
curtains and is flanked by ums oE flowers. Her dress, pattemed with dia­
monds, bears two reliquaries or medallions suspended from bows, and four 
rosettes. Below the hem are four angels and a halE moon. 

There are several differences between the painting and the print. The 
hands of the Virgin point up rather than down. The dress of the Virgin was 
simplified in the painting, e1iminating all oE the curving, vegetal motifs .. 
Similarly, the highly omate pedestal was transformed into a crescent moon 
with small angels. The border oE the Virgin's dress which, in the print, is a 
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Figure 14. MilagroSll imagm tÚ Nuestra 
&ñora d, Znpopall. 1757. In Francisco 
de Florenci:l, Origrn d, Wl "'JI dltbm 
santuarios tÚ la Nu~ Ca/idll, fknson 
Lalin American Colleclion, Uni\'(,l"5iry 
ofTexas al Austin. 

small zigzag design wirh poinrs berween (he lines is changed ¡mo diamonds 
connecrcd by dorso This horder is subsrituted fo r (he omare design on [he 
ccnter secrion of (he dress. Finally, [he candles on [he airar are missing alfO­
gcrher. In mis case, I belicve (he differences berween {he prine source and (he 
paiming can be anribured ro (he anisr's rraining, or lack thereot. h is evidenr 
thar (he anisr sought to avoid aH minute dcrails. cspecially (hose with inrri­
care, curving designs. Insread of (he highly ornare pedestal . (he painrer chose 
a famil iar form: [he crescenr moon and riny angels, The change in posirion 
of rhe hands may be rhe reslllr of rhe difficlllry in reprodllci ng rhe fingers as 
seen in rhe print , The hide painter avoided the challenge by poiming rhe 
hands up in a simple rriangle, wirhoUl aniculation of the fingers, A miscal· 
cular ion in avai lable space caused me absence of rhe candles, Even the flow. 
ers are parrially hidden by rhe currains rhar were probably painred fim, 

One diffe rence bcrwccn the prinr and the hide painring, produced 
throllgh no faulr of the New Mexican arrist, is the image o f the C hriS( 
Chi ld, The Vi rgin of Zapapan is of the advocarion of rhe Expecrancy. and a 
ri ny image of the C hrisr Child appears in rhe abdomen of (he sculpwre, 
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However, as this attribute is so small as to be unreadable in the print, the 

hide painter did not understand that this was the key identifying attribute. 

Instead, he interpreted the srnall object hanging f10m the dress of the mirac­
ulous sculpture as a reliquary, painted medallion, or escudo, 

Connecting sorne of the hide paintings with their print sources allows seve­

ral conclusions to be drawn. First, New Mexican artists, like their contempo­
raries th1Oughout Europe and the Americas, relied on prints as sources of 

inspiration and as vehicles of stylistic and iconographic information. Second, 

the selection of print sources by either the artist 01 the patron was not 

haphazard. The images were carefully selected hom a reasonably large reper­
toire of prints for both iconographic and formal qualities}3 Third, the infor­

mation taken fmm the print sources was applied selectively depending upon 

the wishes of the painter and/ or his patron, Finally, the selection of sorne 

themes taken f10m the print sources represented ancestralloyalties and the 
desire to establish speciflc cults in the p1Ovince. 

It appears that hide painting was in decline by the last quarter of the 

eighteenth century, with the burgeoning santero tradition opting prirnarily to 
paint on wood panels rather than on animal skins. In 1776, Domínguez des­

cribed most of the one hundred and twelve hides he saw as old and illegible 

with only a handful said to be almost new or not very old,,34 Another inven­

tory rnade in 1796, though admittedly much less tholOugh than that of 
Domínguez, counted only sixteen hide paintings.35 In 1817, when another 

visitador, Fray Juan Bautista Niño Ladrón de Guevara, was sent to report on 

the conditions of the churches of the province, the poor state of the images 

led him to order the removal of several hide paintings. 36 In Santa Fe, fO! 

example, Ladrón de Guevara demanded that the hide painting of Sto Barbara 

"be removed and done away with cornpletely as it [was] implOper as an 

33 The quantity of prints available to New Mexican attists is exttapolated from the inven­

tory of the possessions ofFrancisco Xavier Romero., 

3+ Domínguez, op cic, pp. 121 and 172 
35 José E" Espinosa, SaintJ in the Valleys. Christian Sacred ¡mages in the History, Life and 

Fold Art ofSpanish New Mexico, revised edition, Albuquerque, University of New Mexico 

Press, 1967, p 98, 

36 "Acts of the Guevara Visitation of New Mexico, 1817-1820," 1817, Book of Accounts 

lXlI, box 5, ree! 45, book 2, in Archives 01 the Archdiocese 01 Santa Fe, microfilm edition, 

Washington, D..c., Academy of American Franciscan HistOlY, 1957 
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object of veneratíon and devotion,,"37 Later clerics continued to order the 
rernoval of hide paintings frarn the churches of New Mexico}8 Fonunate­
ly, sorne of the paintings were preserved in forrner rnissions, private hornes, 
and sorne chapels of the lay brotherhood known as the Penitentes. In the 
twentieth century renewed interest in the art of Colonial New Mexico has 
led ro the collection of hides by individuals and rnuseums and the placement 
ofsome hide paintings in churches throughout the state.~ 

37 Ladrón de Guevara fiem Beyd, op, cit, p, 125 
38., Fray Femández de San Vicente rn 1826, Bishop José Antonio Zurbiría in 1833, and Bis­

hop lean-Baptiste Lamy in 1851 al! ordered the remeva! of hides .. See Pierce, op .. cit, p .. 17, 

and Boyd, op cit" p. 128. 
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