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Abstract 

Despite its central role in religious life of the region, the sculptural tradition of the Southern 

Chilean Chiloé Archipelago, ranging from the 17th century to the present day, has been vastly 

understudied. Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña’s 1994 volume Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y catastro 

remains the only catalogue of Chilote sculpture. Though the author includes photographs of a 

vast array of works, he does not attempt to place the sculptures within a chronology, or consider 

their place within the greater Latin American context. My thesis will place this group of works 

within a chronological and geographical context that reaches from the 16th century to the present 

day, connected to the artistic traditions of regions as far afield as Paraguay and Lima. I will first 

consider the works brought to the Archipelago by religious orders – the Jesuits and Franciscans – 

as well as influences on artistic style and religious culture throughout the 17th, 18th and 19th 

centuries. I will focus in particular on three works generally considered to be from the 17th and 

18th centuries – the Virgin of Loreto at Achao, the Saint Michael at Castro, and the Jesus 

Nazareno of Caguach – using visual analysis and sifting through generations of primary and 

secondary sources to determine from where and when these sculptures came. With this 

investigation as a foundation, I will consider how they inspired vernacular sculptural expression 

and trace ‘family trees’ of vernacular works based on these precedents. Vernacular artistic 

traditions are often viewed as derivative and lacking in skill, but Chilote sculptors in fact 

engaged with a variety of outside influences and experimented with different sculptural styles. I 

will conclude by considering which aspects of these styles Chilote artists chose to incorporate 

into their own work, alter or exclude, artistic decisions that shed light on the Archipelago’s 

religious and cultural fabric. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Literature Review 

The Isla Grande of Chiloé is the largest of insular Patagonia. Close to the coast of 

Southern Chile – on a clear day the cordillera is visible from the hilltops – it shelters a 

scattering of smaller islands like a kneeling figure, back curved against the Pacific Ocean. 

Originally home to the Chono and Mapuche-Huilliche people, it was colonized by the 

Spanish after the arrival in 1567 of Martín Ruiz de Gamboa, who founded the city of 

Castro, still Chiloé’s largest settlement and commercial hub.1 In 1608, the Jesuits arrived 

and established a series of missions on the Isla Grande and many of the smaller islands 

nearby. Though the Jesuits were expelled and replaced by Franciscans in 1767, those 

missions still exist as a network of small, seaside towns laid out around a central church. 

Built of wood with shingled roofs and frontal porches for shelter from the island’s ever 

present drizzling rain, Chiloé’s churches are descendants of those built for the Jesuit 

missions in the 17th and 18th centuries, reconstructed, restored and remodeled time and 

time again.  

 The sumptuously dressed sculptures that stare solemn and wide eyed from high 

niches and altars in Chiloé’s wooden churches are the focus of this thesis – a group of 

sculptures named by Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña as the escuela hispano-chilote, or 

Hispano-Chilote School of Sculpture. For the most part characterized by their round 

faces, rosebud lips and wide, almond-shaped eyes, the sculptures are venerated with 

                                                      

1 Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña G., Costumbres Religiosas de Chiloe y su Raigambre Hispana (Santiago de 
Chile: Universidad de Chile Centro de Estudios Antropologicos, 1956), 16. 
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festivals, processions and lovingly crafted clothing. Pilgrims from throughout the 

Southern Cone of South America flock twice yearly to the festival of the Jesus Nazareno 

on the island of Caguach, and in smaller communities women sew and knit mantles 

embroidered with beads and edged with lace to adorn the Virgins for feast days.  

 But despite its central role in Chilote religious life (and status as a major tourist 

attraction), this sculptural tradition has been vastly understudied. This is perhaps due to 

the impressive and historically significant buildings in which the sculptures are housed. 

Sixteen churches from the Chilote School of Wooden Architecture were made UNESCO 

World Heritage Sites in 2000, and for this reason they have garnered increasing 

appreciation and study from both the Chilean and international architectural and art 

historical community at the expense of the sculpture housed within.  

 Most treatments of Chilote churches and sculpture have taken the form of 

catalogues. Gabriel Guarda’s Iglesias de Chiloe (1984), still the definitive work, provides 

an introduction to the buildings, their history and use, and features excellent floor plans 

and elevations of almost every church.2 In 2012 the Centro Amigos de la Arquitectura 

Chilota published a guide with essential information such as dimensions, feast days and 

foundation dates for each church as well as some anecdotes from various archival sources 

regarding the history of the better documented among them. Other, non-scholarly guides 

to the churches abound in bookstores throughout Chile, and often provide anecdotes 

about local life and summaries of Chilote history and mythology. Chiloé: Archipiélago 

de Chiloé guía de arquitectura, produced jointly by the Asociación de Municipalidades 

de Chiloé and Junta de Andalucia in 2006 is one of these, unique in the fact that it 

                                                      

2 Gabriel Guarda, Iglesias de Chiloe (Santiago de Chile: Ediciones Universidad Catolica de Chile, 1984). 
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contains an English translation.3 This book, and many others like it, are useful for their 

excellent photography. 

 In terms of English language publications, the Church of Santa María de Loreto at 

Achao is highlighted in a chapter of the 2006 The Jesuits II: cultures, science and the 

arts, 1540-1773. In this chapter, “Cultural Convergence at the Ends of the Earth: The 

Unique Art and Architecture of the Jesuit Missions to the Chiloé Archipelago (1608-

1767)”, Gauvin Alexander Bailey considers the church’s blending of Germanic and 

Indigenous craftsmanship, as well as briefly touching upon the crucifix positioned in the 

Achao church’s frontal altar and its similarities to work from the Jesuit Reductions in 

Paraguay.4 This chapter also reproduces the inventory documents from the Jesuit 

sculpture workshops, produced during the expulsion of 1767. Bailey also writes 

extensively about Santa María de Loreto at Achao’s architectural and decorative schemes 

in The Spiritual Rococo: Décor and Divinity from the Salons of Paris to the Missions of 

Patagonia (2014).5 The rarity of English language texts on the art and architecture of 

Chiloé is likely another reason that it has not attracted more international attention. 

 The relatively recent UNESCO World Heritage Site designation and the 

increasing accessibility of scholarship on Chilote architecture to an English speaking 

audience are sure to precipitate more research on the churches, and hopefully the imagery 

that they contain. However, at present the bulk of scholarship on Chiloé in general is 

                                                      

3 Héctor Hidalgo, ed, Chiloé: Archipiélago de Chiloé guía de arquitectura  (Castro and Sevilla: Asociación de 
Municipalidades de Chiloé and Junta de Andalucia, 2006). 
4 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, “Cultural Convergence at the Ends of the Earth: The Unique Art and 
Architecture of the Jesuit Missions to the Chiloé Archipelago (1608-1767),” in The Jesuits II: cultures, 
science and the arts, 1540-1773, ed. John O’Malley (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 211-240. 
5 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, The Spiritual Rococo: Décor and Divinity from the Salons of Paris to the Missions 
of Patagonia (Burlington: Ashgate, 2014), 279-283. 
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made up of books and small publications regarding religious life and folklore in Chiloé. 

Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña’s 1956 Costumbres Religiosas de Chiloe y su Raigambre 

Hispana is one of the first, and is cited in many, more recent publications.6 It is also 

notable in that it features an extensive chapter on religious imagery (santería), which 

Vázquez de Acuña would later expand to become Santeria de Chiloe, mentioned below. 

Oreste Plath’s Arte Tradicional de Chiloé, of 1973 examines traditional craft practice on 

the islands, but unfortunately glosses over the production of sculpture with only a few 

brief paragraphs.7 Renato Cárdenas Alvarez, an anthropologist based in Castro, has 

written a number of books and pamphlets on popular religion in Chiloé. Particularly 

notable is Patrimonios Religiosos de Quinchao, which was published in 2007 with 

Constantino Contreras and examines in detail both historic and present day religious 

practice on Isla Quinchao (home to Santa María de Loreto).8 Cárdenas Alvarez has also 

been a guest editor of the Agenda Chiloé, a pamphlet published annually that provides 

information regarding feast days and local happenings, itself a valuable resource 

especially when edited by an anthropologist who has chosen to include interviews with a 

number of church wardens, or fiscales. Elba Andrade’s 2012 Iglesias, Imagenes y 

Devotos: Rito y teatralidad en la fiesta patronal de Chiloé is one of the most recent 

publications on Chilote religion, and focuses on the theatrical and emotive aspects of 

festivities surrounding Jesús Nazareno de Caguach, for many the most spiritually 

                                                      

6 Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña G, Costumbres Religiosas de Chiloe y su Raigambre Hispana (Santiago de Chile: 
Universidad de Chile Centro de Estudios Antropologicos, 1956). 
7 Oreste Plath, Arte Tradicional de Chiloé (Santiago de Chile: Museo de Arte Popular Americano 
(Universidad de Santiago, Facultad de Bellas Artes), 1973), 22-23. 
8 Renato Cárdenas Alvarez and Constantino Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos de Quinchao (Centro de 
Iniciativas Culturales del Museo de la Evangelización de la Iglesia Santa María de Loreto de Achao, 2007). 
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significant sculpture in Chiloé.9  

 Many of these publications draw on historical work regarding the Archipelago 

and in particular, the Jesuit missions. Johannes Meier and Michael Müller have compiled 

from archival sources an extensive catalogue of Germanic Jesuit activity in Chile in 

Jesuiten aus Zentraleuropa in Portugiesisch- und Spanisch-Amerika, Band 2: Chile 

(1618-1771) (2011).10 Particularly useful for further study is their research on the 

movements and contribution of each individual Jesuit that spent time stationed in the 

area. The Chilean historian Rodrigo Moreno Jería has written extensively about the Jesuit 

mission to Chiloé, most notably in Misiones en Chile Austral: Los Jesuitas en Chiloe 

1608-1768 (2007).11 Much of his work, and that of the few other contemporary historians 

of Jesuit Chiloé, is based on the writings of Jesuit historians ranging from the 17th to early 

20th century. The Jesuit historian P. Francisco Enrich wrote Historia de la Compañía de 

Jesús en Chile (1891), which along with Antonio Astrain’s Historia de la Compañía de 

Jesús en la Asistencia de España (1912) and Walter Hanisch Espindola’s later Historia 

de la Compañia de Jesus en Chile (1593-1955) (1969) constitute the most extensive 

guides to Jesuit Chile and thus Chiloé.12 Alonso de Ovalle and Diego de Rosales, both 

Jesuits writing in the late 17th century, in turn built the scaffolding on which those authors 

                                                      

9 Elba Andrade, Iglesias, Imagenes y Devotos: Rito y teatralidad en la fiesta patronal de Chiloé (Ediciones 
de GESTOS, Colección Historia del Teatro 14: 2012). 
10 Johannes Meier and Michael Müller, Jesuiten aus Zentraleuropa in Portugiesisch- und Spanisch-Amerika, 
Band 2: Chile (1618-1771) (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 2011). 
11 Rodrigo Moreno Jería, Misiones en Chile Austral: Los Jesuitas en Chiloe 1608-1768 (Sevilla: Universidad 
de Sevilla, 2007). 
12 Francisco Enrich S.J., Historia de la Compañía de Jesús en Chile Vol. 1&2 (Barcelona: Imprenta de 
Francisco Rosal, 1891). 
Antonio Astrain S.J., Historia de la Compañía de Jesús en la Asistencia de España (Madrid: Administración 
de Razon y Fe, 1925). 
Walter Hanisch Espindola, Historia de la Compañia de Jesus en Chile (1593-1955) (Cuernavaca: Centro 
Intercultural de Documentacion, 1969). 
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based their histories.13 Later, Francisco Cavada carried the history of Chiloe into the 20th 

century with Chiloe y los Chilotes (1914), a book with an exhaustive range of subjects, 

from turn of the century agricultural production to regional religion to pre-conquest 

history.14 His work is useful in considering Franciscan influence in Chiloé, as well as 19th 

and early 20th century perceptions of Chilote churches and sculpture. 

 Despite the small but slowly growing body of work on Chiloé’s churches and the 

folk culture of the region, Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña’s 1994 volume Santeria de Chiloe: 

ensayo y catastro remains the only in-depth examination of Chilote sculpture.15 The book 

includes (very small, black and white) photographs of nearly every sculpture to be found 

in the churches of Chiloé, as well as those from the museums in larger urban centres such 

as Castro, Ancud, and Puerto Montt. Continuing in the catalogue style treatment that we 

have seen is typical for Chilote architecture, Vázquez de Acuña describes each sculpture 

in detail and provides dimensions as well as information regarding materials and 

construction wherever possible. Though the preceding essays and some of the catalogue 

entries include references to archival materials, Vázquez de Acuña does not attempt to 

place Hispano-Chilote sculpture within schools or a chronology, and does not consider 

their relationship with other bodies of work that emerged from similar circumstances. 

Vázquez de Acuña was perhaps wise to limit his examination of Chilote sculpture to 

description. There are, after all, hundreds of sculptures on the Isla Grande of Chiloé 

                                                      

13 Alonso de Ovalle, Histórica Relación del Reyno de Chile y de las Misiones y Ministerios que Exercita en la 
Compañia de Jesus (Rome, 1641). 
Diego de Rosales, Historia General de el Reyno de Chile (Valparaiso: Imprenta del Mercurio, 1877). 
14 Francisco Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, (Santiago: Imprenta Universitaire, 1914). 
15 Isidoro Vázsquez de Acuña G., Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y catastro (Santiago de Chile: Editorial 
Antártica, 1994). 
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alone, and only a few are connected to any sort of documentation. Most seem to exist out 

of time, undocumented and intentionally produced in the same style those of other eras 

and workshops. 

 However, I believe that with the amount of recent work considering art 

production at the Jesuit missions and the Order’s organizational and missional method 

now accessible, I can revisit this body of work in a more interdisciplinary and 

comparative manner. Pairing close and thorough visual analysis with a consideration of 

the work as part of a dynamic network of international, inter-mission, and European-

Indigenous artistic dialogue, I will paint a picture of Chilote sculpture with its roots in the 

Jesuit era, continuing on into the present day. 

 The Jesuits were exceptional record keepers, and so there exist a number of 

archival sources regarding the mission to Chiloé. Unfortunately, they never saw fit to 

record too many details about art making and workshop practice, but mentions of 

woodworking tools and brief descriptions of the sculpture to be found in various churches 

at the time of the expulsion of the Jesuits from Spanish territories (1767) shed light on 

these aspects of Jesuit work. Recent scholarship, such as that of Stephen J. Harris, has 

highlighted the Jesuit use of correspondence and travel to facilitate cohesion and 

cooperation as well as the sharing of material resources between far flung missions.16 

Accordingly, artwork and primary sources from other Jesuit missions, such as those to 

the Guaraní in what is now Paraguay and parts of Argentina and Brazil, prove useful in 

providing comparative material. The Paraguay missions are particularly important in this 

                                                      

16 Stephen J Harris, “Mapping Jesuit Science: the Role of Travel in the Geography of Knowledge,”  In The 
Jesuits: Culture, Science and the Arts, 1540-1773, ed. John O’Malley, 212-239 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2006). 
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comparison because they were held up as models of the ideal Jesuit mission, and many 

Jesuits visited or passed through them to observe and learn from their methods. Bailey 

has written about the mission to the Guaraní in Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and 

Latin America, 1542-1773 (1999), and Bozidar Darko Sustersic’s Imágenes Guaraní-

Jesuíticas (2010) provides a detailed catalogue of Guaraní artistic endeavours.17 It is also 

useful to consider the artistic culture in the urban centers that the Jesuits would have 

travelled through and where they rested, received training and spiritual nourishment 

before setting out to the furthest outposts of evangelization. Gauvin Alexander Bailey has 

also considered 17th and 18th century artistic output in Chilean and Argentinian urban 

centres such as Santiago, Mendoza and Buenos Aires in The Spiritual Rococo: Décor and 

Divinity from the Salons of Paris to the Missions of Patagonia (2014).18 Moving beyond 

the suppression of the Jesuits, Rodrigo Moreno Jería has examined the effect of 

Franciscan presence and the Bourbon Reform, a tightening of religious and political 

control enacted by the Spanish monarchs in the 18th century, on Chilote religious and 

cultural life.   

 Methodologies used to examine other Amerindian contact situations in Latin 

America are also very helpful in considering the Chilote context. Without equating all 

indigenous groups or assuming that they would be impacted by colonial presences in the 

same ways, it is also useful to consider the effect that changes in religious climate had on 

                                                      

17 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America 1542-1773 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1999). 
Bozidar Darko Sustersic, Imágenes Guaraní-Jesuíticas (Asunción: Centro de Artes Visuales/Museo del 
Barro, 2010). 
18 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, The Spiritual Rococo: Décor and Divinity from the Salons of Paris to the 
Missions of Patagonia (Burlington: Ashgate, 2014). 
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other colonized peoples of the Colonial Americas, in particular on their treatment of 

imagery in religious practice. These questions as they relate to Colonial Mexico (or New 

Spain) and the Central Andean region (Peru and Bolivia) have been considered in great 

depth, as art historical work on the colonial Americas has traditionally focused on these 

locales. Useful frameworks and terminology have arisen from these conversations, as the 

point of view of scholarship has shifted throughout the years. Jaime Lara, whose work on 

New Spain highlights the continuity between religious practice in the old world and the 

new, has claimed that scholarship on Colonial Latin America has moved from the ‘White 

Legend’ (one of European benevolence) to the ‘Black Legend’ (emphasizing European 

cruelty and dominance) to more of a ‘Grey Legend’.19 This, he argues, is the most 

accurate characterization in that it does not attempt to define and polarize the scenario but 

instead explores nuances and ambiguities, acknowledging colonized people’s active role 

in the process (whatever that may be) rather than assuming them to be passive or 

voiceless, as the two other versions of the story do.20 In this relatively recent 

characterization of the colonial scenario, Serge Gruzinski’s work on early Colonial New 

Spain has become indispensable, giving frameworks and names to concepts of cultural 

mixing that by their very nature cannot be pinned down with a Westernized intellectual 

framework.21 I will draw upon his ideas as I consider the mixing of worldviews and 

                                                      

19 Jaime Lara, Christian Images for Aztecs (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 1-4. 
20 Lara, Christian Images, 4. 
21 Serge Gruzinski, Images at War: Mexico from Columbus to Blade Runner (1492—2019), translated by 
Heather Maclean (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001) and The Mestizo Mind: the 
Intellectual Dynamics of Colonization and Globalization, translated by Deke Dusinberre (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2002). 
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artistic traditions in Colonial Chiloé as well as the nature of ‘copying’ as it relates to 

vernacular sculpture based on European precedents.  

 Kenneth Mills’ Idolatry and its Enemies: Colonial Andean Religion and 

Extirpation, 1640-1750 (1997), Sergei Serulnikov’s Subverting Colonial Authority: 

Challenges to Spanish Rule in Eighteenth-Century Southern Andes (2003) and Maya 

Stanfield-Mazzi’s Object and Apparition: Envisioning the Christian Divine in the 

Colonial Andes (2013) explore these themes in the Andean context, providing useful 

comparative material and insight into the methods and motives of religious authorities.22 

For example, indigenous people often assigned alternate meanings to the materials and 

imagery used in religious art, which enabled their own beliefs to carry on disguised in the 

colonizer’s art and religion. Because this was a time when European religious powers 

considered consistency of religious practice in the colonies to be of utmost importance, 

literature regarding sculpture and other religious imagery throughout Spanish America is 

similarly useful. 

 Informed by the vocabularies and approaches of these definitive texts, I will take 

this group of sculptures that has for many years gone largely ignored, and present it in a 

chronological and geographical context that reaches from the 16th century to the present 

day, connected to the artistic traditions of regions as far afield as Paraguay and Lima. In 

choosing to present the sculptures within a chronological framework that extends from 

                                                      

22 Kenneth Mills, Idolatry and its Enemies: Colonial Andean Religion and Extirpation, 1640-1750 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
Sergei Serulnikov, Subverting Colonial Authority: Challenges to Spanish rule in Eighteenth-Century 
Southern Andes (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003). 
Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and Apparition: Envisioning the Christian Divine in the Colonial Andes 
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2013). 
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the colonial through to post-colonial era, I will highlight the continuous nature of the 

Chilote sculptural tradition. Scholarly treatment of Latin American art tends to split 

works into two categories, studying artistic output from the colonial era separately from 

that produced after the independence of each respective country. I believe, however, that 

the Chilote adherence to one particular mode of representation, despite generations of 

outside influence, is what makes the body of work so interesting. Unfortunately, it is this 

unchanging nature or longevity of one particular style that often means such artistic 

traditions are viewed as derivative and lacking in skill or inspiration. As I consider 

Chilote sculpture of the more recent centuries, I will balance the colonial scholarship 

detailed above with perspectives on more recent traditional art, also referred to as ‘folk’, 

a term that has fallen from usage in recent years due to its history of condescending or 

demeaning use.23 The term ‘vernacular’, associated though it may be with architecture, is 

in this case more appropriate, deriving from the Latin vernaculus meaning ‘home born’ 

or ‘native’. In this I will draw upon the methods and vocabularies of Henry Glassie, who 

has set out the thus far definitive model for thinking about vernacular art in the 1989 

catalogue The Spirit of Folk Art: the Girard Collection at the Museum of International 

Folk Art.24 I will show how Chilote sculptors in fact engaged with a variety of outside 

influences, making intentional decisions regarding how sculpture could best serve their 

communities.  

 I will first consider the works brought to the Archipelago by religious orders – the 

                                                      

23 Henry Glassie, Material Culture (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1999), 3. 
24 Henry Glassie, The Spirit of Folk Art: the Girard Collection at the Museum of International Folk Art (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1989). 
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Jesuits and Franciscans – as well as influences on artistic style and religious culture 

throughout the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. I will focus in particular on three works: the 

Virgin of Loreto at Achao, the Saint Michael at Castro, and the Jesus Nazareno of 

Caguach, using visual analysis and sifting through generations of oral history to 

determine where these sculptures came from, and when. With this investigation as a 

foundation, I will consider how they inspired vernacular sculptural expression and trace 

the ‘family trees’ of vernacular works based on these precedents. I will conclude by 

considering which aspects of these sculptures Chilote artists chose to incorporate into 

their own work, and which elements they altered and excluded, artistic decisions that 

shed light on the religious and cultural context. 
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Chapter 2 

A Brief Historical Background 

I will begin my examination of Chilote sculpture with a brief geographical, historical and 

cultural overview of the region, as the Chiloé Archipelago’s history is not widely known. 

The Island of Chiloé, surrounded by a group of smaller islands that constitute the 

Archipelago, is the second largest island in Chile, with an area of 8, 394 km², and runs 

from 41º47′S to 43º26′S (fig. 2.1). Though an extension of the Chilean coastal range, 

which runs parallel to the Andes, it is not particularly mountainous but is instead a land 

of rolling hills and numerous inlets, lakes and rivers. The Pacific-facing western coast is 

more prone to extreme weather conditions than the sheltered eastern shore, but the 

island’s climate is humid, rainy and cool for much of the year.  

 Prior to the arrival of the Spanish in Chiloé, there were two indigenous groups 

that we know to have been consistently present in the archipelago: the Huilliche and the 

Chono. The Huilliche, also referred to as the Veliche or Mapuche-Huilliche, were 

descended from the Mapuche to the north, and were for the most part farmers and 

fishermen, travelling in small wooden boats called dalcas.25 They lived in large family 

groups without a central figure of authority, although when the need for an organized 

military presence arose – as it would during rebellions against the Spanish colonizers – 

the Huilliche were able to muster an extensive and coordinated force.26 Huilliche religion 

was closely related to that of the Mapuche, a spiritual tradition still practiced in the 

                                                      

25 Cárdenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 5. 
26 Cárdenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 7. 



 

14 

 

Araucan region of Chile and Argentina. It is a totemic religion, with clans bearing animal 

and plant names and a belief that the natural world is inhabited by a host of both good 

and bad spirits. Ancestors are also honoured as intercessors between their descendants 

and the spirits; they are very much present in the earthly realm and are treated with 

respect and fear.27 

 Little is known regarding the Chono. They were a seafaring, nomadic people, 

with characteristic similar to those of indigenous groups in the Magallenes and Tierra del 

Fuego, the Fueguinos. They spoke a different language than the Huilliche and were 

considerably less peaceful. In fact, during the colonial period the Chono captured slaves 

from among the tribes of the Golf of Penas and brought them north to sell to the 

Spanish.28 

 The first European to see the Chiloé Archipelago seems to have been Alonso de 

Camargo, who sailed along the Western coast of what was known to the Huilliche as 

Chilhué in 1540.29 Martin Ruiz de Gamboa was the first explorer to land in Chiloé with 

the intention of settlement, crossing the Chacao Channel that separates the Archipelago 

from the mainland in 1567. He founded Santiago de Castro by the bay now known as 

Tentén Estuary, with the hills of the mainland against its back and a port sheltered by the 

gentle slope of the Rilán peninsula. After the initial settlement period, the Spanish and 

Hulliche populations began to mix, creating a mestizo, or ‘mixed’ culture.30 

 Because of its strategic location, Chiloé was a potential target for enemies of the 

                                                      

27 Cárdenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 9. 
28 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 100. 
29 Francisco Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes (Santiago: Imprenta Universitaria, 1914), 16. 
30 Vázquez de Acuña G., Costumbres Religiosas, 16. 
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Spanish Crown. It was attacked by pirates several times, perhaps most famously by the 

Dutch captain Simón de Cordes, who arrived in 1600 and remained in the area for several 

months, wreaking havoc on the city of Castro. Many of the Huilliche, perhaps seeing in 

him a chance to end Spanish presence in the Archipelago altogether, allied with the pirate 

and killed much of Castro’s Spanish population. It is for this reason that in 1608 the 

Governor of Chiloé established a permanent garrison at Carelmapu.31 It does not seem to 

have been very effective in preventing more pirate attacks, however. In 1643 a Dutchman 

called Enrique Brouwer sacked both Castro and Carelmapu, though afterwards the 

Archipelago returned to what the turn-of-the-century historian Francisco J. Cavada called 

its “habitual tranquility” for many years.32  

 Shortly after the Spanish arrived, there were approximately 10,000 Huilliche in 

Chiloé. We know this from records kept regarding the indigenous people driven to 

participate in the encomienda system of organized forced labour in various areas 

throughout the islands.33  This was standard practice in the Spanish colonies, where the 

indigenous people were made to work at a variety of mostly agricultural and 

infrastructure related tasks for the benefit of their new, Spanish overlords who often 

abused their power. Chiloé was no different, in fact in 1712, Huilliche workers rose up 

against the abuses of a particularly unjust encomendero, resulting in approximately 30 

                                                      

31 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 97. 
32 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 33. 
33 Cardenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 5. 
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Spanish and as many as 800 indigenous deaths.34  Despite this, the encomienda remained 

in Chiloé until 1782, and was abolished in the rest of Chile in 1789.35 

 At first, there was no attempt to missionize to the Archipelago’s indigenous 

population. Until the 17th century the Mercedarians and Franciscans in Castro served only 

the Spanish settlers.36 The Jesuits arrived in 1608, led by the fathers Melchor Venegas 

and Juan Bautista Ferrufino. They landed first at Carelmapu, on the mainland just north 

of the Chacao Channel, the same that Martin Ruiz de Gamboa had crossed in 1567 to 

reach the Isla Grande, hundreds of horses swimming behind his boats.37 They first 

established a mission at Castro, and then at Achao, Chonchi and Cailín. Between the 

years of 1608 and 1767, 78 Jesuits were stationed in the Archipelago, some for less than a 

year, others for more than twenty.  

 As they turned their eyes to the smaller communities scattered throughout the 

islands, those of the indigenous people that they had come to proselytize, the Jesuit 

fathers were faced with a lack of numbers and the sheer geographical distance between 

each village. There were simply not enough Jesuits to monitor the religious life of the 

archipelago, and accordingly Ferrufino and Venegas developed the itinerant mission 

system. The Jesuit fathers set aside the time between the 17 of September and the 17 of 

May, when the weather was most mild, to embark in their canoes on a 4,000 kilometre 

journey that stopped at each indigenous village they passed on a set route (fig. 2.2).38 

                                                      

34 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 134. 
35 Rodolfo Urbina Burgos, Las Misiones Franciscanas de Chiloe a Fines del Siglo XVII: 1771-1800 
(Valparaíso: Instituto de Historia Universidad Católica de Valparaíso, 1990), 43. 
36 Cardenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 5. 
37 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 101. 
38 Bailey, “Cultural Convergence,” 214. 
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Though the archipelago’s eastern waters are sheltered from the Pacific by the Isla 

Grande, summer storms are still common and they roll in almost without warning. 

Paddling even for a few hours against the strong currents that weave between the islands 

is exhausting; to do so for days must have required remarkable willpower and strength. 

The Jesuits established makeshift church buildings and appointed a community member 

called a fiscal to keep watch over the church and its business in their absence. 

 Fathers Venegas and Ferrufino are also responsible for the establishment of this 

fiscal system, realizing that there were not enough priests to keep watch over the many 

small communities scattered throughout the Archipelago. The Father Superior of each 

mission would present a list of three candidates from each community judged to be in 

need of a fiscal to the Governor of the Archipelago, who would then choose the one he 

felt to be most suitable.39 The chosen man, or fiscal would then have the care of the 

community’s spiritual matters, to be monitored by the Jesuits. In 1626, Father Venegas 

petitioned to Governor Osores de Ulloa for the men chosen to be fiscales to be exempt 

from service in the encomienda, and his request was granted. After this, fiscales could not 

be removed from their communities and were able to refuse government jobs and any 

type of service to the crown.40 This helped to ensure consistency and permanence in 

leadership throughout the missions that the Jesuits themselves could not personally 

oversee. This system remained in place during the entirety of the Jesuits’ presence in 

Chiloé and carried on into the Franciscan years.  

                                                      

39 Vázquez de Acuña G., Costumbres Religiosas, 19. 
40 Vázquez de Acuña G., Costumbres Religiosas, 19. 
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 In 1767 the Jesuits were expelled from all Spanish colonies. Franciscans from the 

college at Chillán in the Bío Bío region arrived to take the place of the Jesuits, but they 

deemed it too large a task for their scant resources, and requested relief. In 1771, the 

Franciscan college at Ocapa, in Peru, took responsibility for the Chiloé missions, sending 

15 priests and one lay brother.41 The Franciscans, in keeping with the Enlightenment 

Rationalist philosophy that was becoming more prevalent at the time, bemoaned the 

mestizo nature of the Jesuit missions, and attempted to cleanse them of local flavour, of 

what they considered to be their superstitious and emotional nature.42 This attitude was 

very much in line with a wave of religious reformation, its roots in Europe, which swept 

Latin America in the late 18th century and sought to lessen local religious autonomy and 

regional variation. It was carried out by a series of acts called the Bourbon Reforms after 

the new Bourbon kings of Spain, which included the expulsion of the Jesuits. 

 In the 19th century, revolutionary ideas about liberty from Spanish rule arrived in 

Chiloé later than in the rest of the country. This is of course due to its extreme 

geographical distance from the major urban centre of Chile, Santiago. However, it seems 

that a strong Royalist faction existed in the archipelago. In 1832, a Spanish squadron 

arrived, led by a Brigadier Pareja, who was able to gather 1000 volunteers for service to 

the Spanish crown, and many of the soldiers who fought on the side of the Royalists in 

the Chilean War of Independence were from Chiloé.43  The archipelago remained one of 

the last Spanish territories in Latin America. The Treaty of Tantauco, which absorbed 

                                                      

41 Rudolph O.S.A. Arbesmann, “The Contribution of the Franciscan College of Ocopa in Peru to the 
Geographical Exploration of South America,” The Americas 1:4 (1945): 393-417, 406. 
42 Cárdenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 17. 
43 Vázquez de Acuña G., Costumbres Religiosas, 17, and Hidalgo, ed., Chiloé: Archipiélago de Chiloé guía de 
arquitectura, 77. 
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Chiloé into the Chilean Republic, was signed in 1826, 8 years following Chilean 

Independence. 

 After the War of Independence, Chiloé faded into quiet, and for the most part 

peaceful, obscurity. When the Panama Canal opened in 1914, traffic around Cape Horn 

decreased dramatically, which meant that European influence on the Archipelago and 

indeed the entire southwest coast of South America decreased. Though shipping hubs 

such as Valparaíso, for example, were drained of their vast wealth almost overnight, 

Chiloé was not as deeply impacted. Much of its industry involved providing services and 

resources to the rest of the Southern Cone. These resources were, primarily, wood and 

people. Writing in 1914, Francisco J. Cavada reported that at time of last census there 

were 88,619 inhabitants in Chiloe. Many of these people, as well as a large and difficult 

to quantify transient population that would leave to go to Osorno, Valdivia, Valparaiso, 

the Magallanes and other ports to work and then return to Chiloé during potato and wheat 

season, or February and March.44 

 Today, Chiloé remains almost eerily similar to this earlier version of itself. Most 

of the islanders work in fishing and farming, and the many of the young still leave to 

work on the mainland. However, modern transportation and the UNESCO designation 

recently given to sixteen of Chiloé’s churches have ensured that tourism is now a vital 

aspect of the Chilote economy. Traditional handicrafts and products indigenous to the 

Archipelago such as knitting, wool, wood carving and homemade liquors sell at artisan’s 

fairs in each town. Visitors flock to photograph the wooden architecture and sculpture, 

attend cultural festivals and observe the minga, a Chilote community activity that 

                                                      

44 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 15. 
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involves the pooling of resources and labor to accomplish a difficult task such as moving 

an entire house. Many attend religious processions and festivals, most notably, the 

festival of the Nazareno de Caguach, now held twice a year to accommodate for the 

amount of visitors it draws. Accordingly, the village elders that still watch over the 

churches and the sculptures within, descendants of the fiscales and now most often 

elderly women with faded, flowered aprons and sun lined faces once again have a group 

of itinerant travelers to prepare for each summer.  
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Fig. 2.1 Map of the Chiloé Archipelago. 
Image: Wikimedia Commons 
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Fig 2.2 Map of the Jesuit Circular Mission, with the route of 
Melchior Strasser S.J., 1757-1758. 
Image: Las Iglesias Misionales de Chiloé: Documentos 
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Chapter 3 

The Jesuits 

The sculpture of the Chiloé Archipelago seems to exist outside of time. Or perhaps more 

accurately, it seems to possess a chronological system of its own. Missionaries and 

settlers brought sculptural works to the Archipelago from colonial urban centres and 

other missions, along with ideas about what sculptures should look like and how devotees 

should interact with them. Chilote sculptors in turn responded to and reacted against these 

outside influences in a dynamic interplay of vernacular originality and skillful imitation, 

often of more than one stylistic mode at once. In her lyrical 1985 journey through three 

centuries of Mexican architecture, Elizabeth Wilder Weisman describes this phenomenon 

as “chronological anarchy” and remarks approvingly that “the art of Mexico has been 

curiously uninhibited by that bondage to fashion which we magnify as style”.45 We might 

say the same of sculpture in the Chiloé Archipelago. 

 Accordingly, I will begin my examination of Chilote sculpture by considering 

works brought to the Archipelago from other colonial centres in the 17th and 18th 

centuries as various religious orders moved in and developed urban churches and remote 

missions. Imagery was an integral part of both Jesuit and Franciscan evangelization 

methods. The Huilliche and Chono peoples, though skilled in a variety of handicrafts and 

building techniques, had no tradition of figural imagery. This means that the first works 

of what we think of as sculpture to be seen in the Archipelago would have been those 

brought by the religious orders. After we have considered these outside influences – how 

                                                      

45 Elizabeth Wilder Weisman, Art and Time in Mexico (New York: Harper and Row, 1985), 3, 6. 
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and when they came to be in Chiloé and what stylistic concepts they brought with them – 

we can look at how Chilote sculptors responded to them in their own, varying sculptural 

practices. I will begin with the Jesuits, the first religious order to arrive in the 

Archipelago. 

 3.1 The Virgin of Carelmapu 

 The early Jesuit historians of the Chiloé Archipelago wrote almost nothing about 

sculpture. In some cases, however, miraculous happenings associated with images make 

them worthy of mention in such documents. For example, the Virgin of the Snows, a 

painting in what is now Argentina, is the work of art about which the most is written in 

the Jesuit historian Alonso de Ovalle’s (1503-1651) account of the history of Chile 

(1641), with the bulk of description relating to her miracles.46  

 The Virgin of Carelmapu is another such image, luckily for our purpose included 

in the record of Chilean history because of her ties to tragedy and miraculous survival 

(Fig. 3.1). Ovalle, writing in 1641, recounts the story of a massive hurricane that 

destroyed much of the town of Carelmapu (near Cabulco, see map fig. 2.1) on May 14, 

1633. The wind and waves were so fierce that rocks were thrown from the beach onto 

some of the houses.47 The townspeople were struck with fear and expressed a desire to 

see the Virgin within the chapel, whom they regarded with great devotion and often 

turned to in times of disaster. Ovalle specifies that this sculpture had been brought to 

Carelmapu by a group of settlers fleeing the ruined city of Osorno, to the north, in 1602 

                                                      

46 Ovalle, Histórica Relación, 182. 
47 Ovalle, Histórica Relación, 402-403: “Las piedras de la playa con la grande fuerca fuera de sus lugares 
amontonadas hazia algunas casas”. 
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after an attack by hostile Mapuche forces. It had been in the Dominican Monastery, and 

was called the Virgin of the Rosary, or of Puerto Claro. Ovalle does not describe the 

Virgin, but does mention that she has an infant Jesus in her arms: “They found the most 

sanctified Virgin inside a little opening between some beams, with the baby Jesus in her 

arms, without a scratch, which they took to be a great miracle”.48 The Virgin and her 

Niño Jesus survived the devastating hurricane and, it seems, the attacks of Dutch pirates 

in 1643 during which much of the town was burnt to the ground. Diego de Rosales writes 

that upon entering the church, the pirates “mocked and ridiculed the sacred images, and 

on the white walls of the church they wrote many insults and disgraceful things against 

the Spanish”.49 

 It was not until the second half of the 17th century that statue of the Virgin of the 

Rosary and of Puerto Claro in the church of Carelmapu became known as ‘The Virgin of 

Carelmapu’. Antonio de Vea, a sea captain recording his journey down the cost of the 

southern cone in 1676 mentions invoking the name of the ‘Mother of God of Carelmapu’ 

during a tense moment in a small canoe, or piragua on the open sea.50 This was probably 

                                                      

48 Ovalle, Histórica Relación, 403: “Y quietándose algún tanto tuvieron deseo de ver a la Virgen, que es 
una imagen de devoción que tienen en este fuerte, por título Nuestra Señora del Rosario y de Puerto 
Claro, la cual tenían en Osorno, antes de la pérdida de las ciudades, en el convento de Santo Domingo, y 
desde que se retiraron, aquí la tienen, acudiendo a ella con mucha devoción y, en particular en tiempo de 
necesidades, haciéndola novenas. Pensando, pues, que estaría hecha pedazos con las demás imágenes 
por haber caído la máquina de la iglesia encima, fueron abriendo camino, quitando la madera, apartando 
los palos y demás fajina, hasta que llegaron a la reja de la capilla mayor, donde hallaron a la Santísima 
Virgen entre un huequecito de unos palos, con el niño Jesús en sus brazos, sin lesión alguna, lo cual 
tuvieron a gran maravilla, porque la Virgen estaba en el altar mayor, en su tabernáculo, metida en medio 
de su nicho y encajada en una peaña sobre un espigón de hierro, que aun cuando la quieren quitar de 
propósito para llevarla en procesión o vestir, es menester sacarla con fuerza; y el tabernáculo que he 
dicho sólo se trastornó en el mismo lugar que estaba, cayendo el tec[h] o6 encima, y parece que la Virgen 
había de caer bajo todo, mirando sólo el sitio y postura que tenía, y con todo eso la hallaron, como queda 
referido, más de veinte pies retirada, vuelta la santo Cristo, que estaba en el colateral de la mano 
derecha, como pidiendo misericordia.” (my translation of italicized excerpt) 
49 de Rosales, Historia General, 84. 
50 Antonio de Vea, Anuario Hidrografico de la Marina de Chile, (Santiago: Imprenta Nacionale, 1886), 583. 
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not the first time that the Virgin was referred to in association with her ‘home’ village; a 

mix of local pride and belief in the miraculous powers of this particular sculpture may 

have codified this name soon after the earthquake mentioned above. 

 With so few references to the sculpture scattered throughout recorded history of 

the area (which is very limited), we cannot be entirely sure that the Virgin Ovalle spoke 

of was the one that this sailor called out to in distress, or indeed the same one that stands 

in the church today. Unfortunately, the Virgin of Carelmapu was not one of the works 

that I was able to photograph during my field studies. As with most of Chilote sculpture, 

only small format photographs of her exist, many of them grainy and in black and white. 

In all, she is dressed in ornate robes that obscure her hands and face, two of the most 

useful aspects of a statues physiognomy for establishing from when and where it derives. 

The best images are those taken at religious festivals, where the light outdoors illuminates 

the statue to provide better focus, but in these the combine effects of veils, robes and 

harsh shadows make visual analysis difficult (fig. 3.2). For this reason, the Virgin of 

Carelmapu will not play a central role in my discussion of early sculpture in Chiloe, 

though I will refer back to some of her more distinguishable features – her rosebud lips, 

delicate eyebrows and large eyes – in relation to other works, such as the Virgin of 

Achao. 

 3.2 The Virgin of Loreto at Achao 

 The Virgin of Loreto at Achao is another work of art intrinsic to Chilote identity, 

and like the Virgin of Carelmapu her provenance is shrouded in mystery and much 

disputed (Fig. 3.3). Oreste Plath, writing in 1973, claimed that she was a Virgin of 
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Carmen and was of Spanish origin.51 The preferred story, however, is much more 

exciting. Most local historians and websites that give information regarding the church at 

Achao and the Virgin of Loreto herself express the view that this sculpture was sent from 

Lima to the Jesuit mission at Nahuelhuapi (present day Argentina) in 1672, and from 

there was brought to Achao.52  

 The mission at Nahuelhuapi was founded by Jesuits from the College of Castro in 

1670 for the Poya and Puelche people who inhabited the mountainous region on the 

mainland just over what is now the Argentine border.53 One of the founders of the 

mission, Nicolas Mascardi, received some gifts from the Viceroy of Lima on the 4th of 

March, 1672, among which was a “beautiful statue of the Most Pure Virgin Mary, to be 

placed in the first chapel built for the Poyas”.54 At this point, it seems to have been 

known as the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi, or the Virgin of the Poyas and Puelches. However, 

in 1717, the mission was attacked by indigenous forces (likely Poya or Puelche, though 

there were Huilliche living nearby who may have been hostile as well) who burnt it to the 

ground and killed the Jesuit missionary stationed there, Francisco Javier Elguea Romero. 

Soon after, the Jesuit Arnold Jaspers arrived, accompanying a military excursion to the 

mission in order to verify the events that had transpired and determine the state of the 

mission. Arriving at what would have looked like a burnt out slash in the densely 

                                                      

51 Plath, Arte Tradicional, 21. 
52 See Isidoro Vazquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 38. 
53 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 214. 
54 Enrich, Historia de la Compañía de Jesús en Chile, 741: “doscientos ducados en plata, unas medallas del 
mismo metal de Nuestra Sra. de los Desamparados , que habia hecho acuñar para el dia 2 de Febrero de 
aquel mismo año, en que se inauguró la capilla que á sus expensas habia levantado en Lima para su culto, 
cincuenta estampas de la misma Señora, y además una bella im6gen de la Purísima Vírgen María, para 
que la colocase en la primera capilla que levantase entre los poyas. Este apreciable regalo IIego á su 
tiempo á manos del P. Mascardí, que se complació con él en gran manera, sobre todo por la bella imagen 
de la Purísima, que colocó en su capilla de Nahuelhuapi, tomándola por patrona de su mision.”. 
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forested, mountainous region, Jaspers found Elguea’s body just outside the mission. The 

group must have examined the area quite thoroughly, however, because they also found a 

statue of the Virgin hidden away in some bushes, almost certainly by a fleeing devotee, 

perhaps Elguea himself. They then returned to Chiloé, because it was too dangerous to 

remain near Nahuelhuapi.55  

 Those that have attempted to trace the Virgin of Loreto at Achao back to the 

statue sent from Peru in 1672 have based their investigations on this series of events 

which, though intriguing, do not provide conclusive evidence. Maria Andrea Nicoletti has 

critiqued these approaches in her examination of tourism between the two sites, and 

pointed out that along with a lack of documentary evidence, these arguments are rendered 

suspect by their ideological and economic underpinnings. The story of the Virgin of 

Nahuelhuapi and her journey to become the Virgin of Loreto at Achao has increased 

tourism in both areas substantially, even more so after a replica of the Achao Virgin was 

created in 2004 for the Cathedral at Bariloche, and labelled there as ‘The Virgin of 

Nahuelhuapi’ to facilitate a pilgrimage between the two places. Materials promoting the 

pilgrimage with this story emphasize the universal nature of a Catholicism whose images 

are adored by diverse indigenous groups and imply that with this religion and its images 

the Jesuits united them in peace, serving to pacify a time in reality fraught with tension 

and violence.56 

                                                      

55 Astrain, Historia de la Compañía de Jesús en la Asistencia de España, 719: “Tuvo la suerte de hallar la 
imagen de Nuestra Senora arrinconada en el bosque. Recogiola con veneracion, y juntado algunos 
fragmentos de objetos sagrados que yacian por el suelo, se retiro tristemente de Nahuelhuapi, dejando 
abandonada para siempre aquella desventurada mission.” 
56 María Andrea Nicoletti, “‘Navegar Mar Adentro’ Las Perigraciones Lacustres de Nahuel Huapi: la Misión 
Jesuita y la Virgen de las Poyas y Puelches,” Sociedad y Religión 43:25 (2015), 82-83. 
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 Nevertheless, the fact that these arguments are built on shaky ground does not 

necessarily mean that they are entirely incorrect. However, they must be examined 

alongside the other mentions of sculpture in documents of the time, scarce as they may 

be. The narrative detailed above assumes that the image Jaspers found in the grass was 

the one send from Lima in 1672, the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi, or the Virgin of the Poyas 

and Puelches. However, Enrich writes that in 1704 another sculpture of the Virgin was 

also brought to the mission before it was destroyed.57 What happened to this other 

sculpture that Enrich mentions in his Historia? As is all too common in such records of 

mission life, we are not given any details regarding the origin or appearance of this work, 

but mention of it is enough to complicate the standard narrative. The sculpture brought to 

Achao could be either of these two Virgins sent to the mission. This complication is only 

one of many. We might also ask how it has been concluded that Jaspers brought the 

statue to Achao specifically, rather than anywhere else in the Archipelago. Accordingly, 

rather than reconsidering the same, scant collection of documents that leave us with the 

skeleton of an inconclusive story, I will use visual analysis to look at the sculpture itself 

as document. 

 It is immediately clear that the Virgin of Loreto at Achao is not of the same 

school as the Virgin of Carelmapu. Where the Carelmapu sculpture is dressed in 

sumptuous robes that lead me to believe that her underdress is less bulky and detailed, the 

Achao Virgin is dressed in carved drapery painted with estofado, or patterning like that of 

rich fabric rendered in paint and gold leaf. Swathed in these bulky robes, she gains a 

monumental presence enhanced by her upright posture, softened by her slightly bent right 

                                                      

57 Enrich, Historia Vol. 2, 61. 
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knee. Perhaps the most striking aspect of the Achao Virgin is her face, both enigmatic 

and magnetic in its wide eyed stare (fig. 3.4). Her eyes, large and heavily lidded lend her 

an almost tragic countenance that may seem to be a trick of light and shadows, but 

consideration of an evenly lit image shows that the eyes are indeed disproportionately 

large and the lower lids are quite heavy (fig. 3.5).  

  The Virgin of Achao’s rosebud lips, round, plump face and large eyes at first 

glance might seem to place her in the Quiteño tradition. Sculpture in Quito in the late 16th 

century through to the early 19th century was known for its delicacy of figure, beautifully 

painted textures in skin and fabrics (encarnación and estofado), and graceful 

composition. Bernardo Legarda’s (1700-1773) 1734 Virgin of the Apocalypse in the 

Church of San Francisco, Quito, was a widely known and influential example of this style 

– so famous that she came to be known as the ‘Virgin of Quito’ (fig. 3.6). Her rosebud 

lips, little round chin, plump cheeks and large eyes defined by thin brows could easily be 

compared to those of the Virgin of Achao. However, one feature intrinsic to what we 

know as Quiteño style stands in contrast to the Achao sculpture. Legarda’s Virgin dances 

in a curving arc with both knees bent forward, her head tilted to the left and her hips 

swinging out to the right, followed by her hands. The Achao Virgin stands in static 

monumentality, only her right knee slightly bent. Her head does not tilt an inch. Perhaps 

the Virgin of Achao lacks this dancing elegance because she is simply a provincial, 

poorly rendered copy of a high status sculpture like the Virgin of the Apocalypse in 

Quito. However, such copies of that Virgin show that this is not necessarily the case. A 

later 18th century statue, likely inspired by Legarda’s prominent work in San Francisco 

and rendered with significantly less delicacy is now in a private collection and 
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accordingly was probably not a high status commission for a large church (fig. 3.7). This 

sculpture, which we might argue was created by a less skilled artist, is if anything even 

more dynamic than the Legarda example (her body is curved to the extent that she looks 

as if she might tip right over). The dancing, curving composition that characterizes 

Quiteño sculpture is evidently such an important aspect of the tradition that it does not 

disappear in provincial examples but is instead emphasized.  

 Moving southward down the western coast of Peru, we begin to find work that 

more closely resembles the Virgin of Loreto at Achao. Her features are more in line with 

Limeño sculpture, or sculpture from Lima, than that of Quito. Sculpture in Lima was 

influenced strongly by artists from the south of Spain, in particular cities in Andalusia 

such as Seville.58 A strong current of classicism runs through this work, characterized by 

contrapposto stances and heavy drapery that serves to ground the figures and gives them 

a sense of mass and monumentality. A Virgin and Child statue from the Church of Santo 

Domingo in Ayacucho is an example of the kind of Spanish work which would have 

influenced New World sculptors (fig. 3.8). Linked to the schools of Roque de Balduc (d. 

1561) and Juan Bautista Vázquez el Viejo (1510-1588), the Virgin and Child exhibit the 

relaxed and graceful poses of classical sculpture as more recently reinterpreted by 

Sevillan sculptors.59 A 17th century Lima school statue of St. Barbara, attributed to 

Alonso Martin de Mesa (1573-1626), is likewise balanced in a graceful but grounded 

contrapposto (fig. 3.9). Her robe is gathered with a plain belt just above the waist, from 

which linear vertical folds fall to her feet. Draped across her torso and held up by her left 

                                                      

58 Escultura en el Perú (Banco de Crédito del Perú: 1991), 18, and Lázaro Gila Medina ed, La Escultura del 
Primer Naturalismo Andalucía e Hispanoamérica (1580-1625) (Madrid: 2010), 494. 
59 Lázaro Gila Medina ed, La Escultura del Primer Naturalismo, 495. 
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arm is a swathe of fabric which, though voluminous, appears bulky and heavy rather than 

blown up by a divine wind. Unlike the Quiteño sculpture examined above, these statues 

are solid and massive. Their bodies are more akin to columns than Quiteño’s sweeping, 

dancing curve.  

 The Limeño sculpture tradition was impacted deeply by that most miraculous of 

sculptures, the Virgin of Copacabana, created in 1583 by the indigenous sculptor 

Francisco Tito Yupanqui (1550-1616) in Copacabana, present day Bolivia (fig. 3.10). 

Stories of her miraculous actions began to circulate almost immediately after she was put 

on display; a chronicler of her first procession into the Copacabana church tells of her 

saving a local man from a processional cross that fell from a float onto his head.60 Images 

of this miraculous Virgin were spread through mass produced prints and paintings 

throughout the Viceroyalty of Peru as early as the beginning of the 17th century.61 The 

Virgin of Copacabana, despite the fact that she was created in a rural area by an 

indigenous sculptor with little formal training, was also influenced by Sevillan 

workmanship in Lima. Scholars have long thought that the Virgin was made of maguey 

fibre and cloth, a technique that artists in that region were known to use at the time, but it 

now seems more likely that she is made of solid wood in the Spanish tradition.62 

Francisco Tito Yupanqui studied a statue tentatively attributed to the Sevillan sculptor 

Jerónimo Hernández (1540-1586) during his preparatory phase, and other Sevillan artists 

                                                      

60 Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and Apparition, 76. 
61 Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and Apparition, 79. 
62 Literature on the materiality of the Virgin of Copacabana is not conclusive, I presume because in-depth 
technical analysis has not been possible on such a highly revered image. See Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and 
Apparition, 77. 
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are known to have sent works to churches in nearby urban centres such as La Paz.63 With 

this in mind, we can see a similar monumentality and even classicism in the Virgin’s 

upright stance with the left knee slightly bent, her contrapposto pose cloaked by heavily 

gilded robes that fall in vertical pleats to the ground. It is worth noting that the Virgin of 

Copacabana’s left knee is bent, rather than her right as we have seen in examples from 

Lima and in the Virgin at Achao. This may reflect the fact that countless prints of her 

image were circulated throughout South America and as a result of the technical 

procedure of printing, these might have been reversed so that her right knee was bent. It 

is possible that a sculptor completing a statue of the Virgin after the turn of the 17th 

century could have been working from such an image.  

 A 17th century sculpture of the Virgin of Copacabana from the Monastery of 

Copacabana, in Lima, exhibits the same restrained curve in posture that we see in the 

Achao Virgin (fig. 3.11).64 Her right knee is slightly bent, but her spine is held straight 

and her head faces forward with no tilt to the chin. This is quite different from Bernardo 

Legarda’s Virgin of the Apocalypse, who is animated by drapery that seems blown by a 

strong wind; it swirls up and around, fanning out below her right arm to show off the rich 

patterning in paint and gold leaf. In contrast, the Limeño Virgin of Copacabana along 

with the Achao Virgin are clothed in similarly rich fabrics, but their robes fall in vertical 

pleats to their feet, disturbed only by the hint of a knee and a swath of fabric draped 

                                                      

63 Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and Apparition, 77. 
64 Though the catalogue Escultura en el Peru (Banco de Crédito del Perú, 1991), from which I have sourced 
this image, dates the sculpture in the 16th century, I find this to be quite unlikely and would instead place 
it in the mid to late 17th century. The Virgin of Copacabana statue in Copacabana, Bolivia, dates from 
1583, and the paintings of the statue and her miracles that bolstered her reputation as a miraculous 
image did not begin to circulate until the 17th century (see Stanfeld-Mazzi, Object and Apparition, 79). 
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across the torso. The repetition of vertical lines is even more pronounced on the back of 

the Achao Virgin’s robe (fig. 3.12). The column-like stability and stasis of these straight 

vertical lines, both in the statues’ bodies and robes, gives them a sense of stately grandeur 

that is further enhanced by their abstracted stares. In the 17th century, we see an only 

slightly more curving posture, as in a Virgin of the Apocalypse attributed to Francisco de 

Ocampo (1579-1639), now in the Convento de San Francisco in Lima (fig. 3.13). Though 

her robes are swept up over one shoulder and her praying hands are twisted slightly to the 

side, the line of her under-robe still falls straight from her left elbow to the half-moon on 

which she stands. This Virgin, too, has a sense of vertical stability and heavily lidded 

eyes that gaze out imperiously.  

 The Virgin of Loreto at Achao has incredibly arresting eyes; the emotions they 

seem to convey change with the light and the viewer’s perspective. When we think about 

the role of sculpture in quotidian Chilote religious ritual – a subject that I will explore 

further later on in this thesis – we may well wonder if this is the reason that she has 

become such an important presence in the Archipelago. For now, however, let us 

consider these eyes from a stylistic viewpoint. The St. Barbara, Virgin and Child and 

Virgin of Copacabana considered above all share the Achao Virgin’s direct outward 

stare. This is typical of Limeño sculpture influenced by European Classicism by way of 

Andalusia, and is a motif typical of classical sculpture itself. The eyes are deeply lidded, 

in both top and bottom lids, to emphasize the eye by creating texture and shadow that can 

vary with the light according to time of day or position within the church.  

 A side profile of the 17th century Virgin with the Christ of the Thorn in the 

Convento de la Buena Muerte in Lima, attributed to the Sevillan sculptor Juan Martinez 
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Moñtanez (1568-1649) but likely produced by a Limeño artist, is almost startlingly 

similar to the same profile of the Achao Virgin (fig 3.14, fig. 3.5). They could almost be 

sisters, the Lima version the more refined elder and the Achao version the slightly 

chubbier youngster. Both faces have rosebud lips, an indent between the lips and chin, 

soft round cheeks that dimple at the corner of the mouth, and a delicate nose with curving 

nostrils. Their eyes are accentuated by strong brows highlighted with painted eyebrows 

and thick lids. We might also note the earring holes – earrings were a common form of 

ornamentation for religious sculpture – in both statues’ ears, and the rippling incised lines 

used to create hair texture. Both Virgins also have a thick tendril of hair that falls in front 

of the ear. 

 The marked similarity that the Virgin of Loreto at Achao bears to statues of the 

Virgin Mary produced in Lima during the 17th century indicates that the traditional story 

of how she arrived in Achao may be correct. It does not, however, make such a 

conclusion the only possible answer. I believe she arrived from Lima in the 17th century, 

but not necessarily by way of Nahuelhuapi as sent by the Viceroy of Lima on the 4th of 

March, 1672, as the story related above claims. We cannot be certain of the Virgin of 

Loreto at Achao’s exact provenance without further documentary evidence. Thus far, she 

is the only Limeño Virgin of this time period that I have been able to find in Chiloé, 

which the makes the tale of her voyage from Nahuelhuapi in the early 18th century an 

exciting and realistic possibility.  

 3.3 The St. Michael at Castro 

 The statue of the Archangel Michael subduing the devil that writhes beneath his 

feet is another work that is known throughout Chiloé and generally spoken of as being 
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‘very old’ (fig. 3.15). The Suppression Documents of 1768, which were produced in 

order to catalogue the items left at the Jesuit churches and colleges in Chiloé after the 

expulsion, do in fact mention a sculpture of St. Michael that could be the one currently 

installed in the Church of San Francisco, in Castro. They state, simply: “Item 95. St. 

Michael with full body in slightly bad condition”.65 No other details are given, and the 

sculpture is now in an excellent state of restoration, which makes it difficult to determine 

whether or not it aligns with the description in the expulsion records. Accordingly, as I 

did with the Virgin of Loreto at Achao, I will consider the St. Michael statue as a 

document in itself.  

 St. Michael’s feet rest lightly on the devil, and his torso is twisted so that the left 

arm reaches directly in front, holding a scale, while the right arm raises a sword. The 

lightness and grace of the archangel’s stance imply that he has touched down only for a 

moment, and the upward swirl of the crisp, voluminous folds of his skirt echo this sense 

of flight. Saint Michael’s classically inspired attire is typical of contemporary depictions 

of the archangel, but in this case the double skirted garment has taken on a life of its own, 

engulfing and overpowering the figure.  

 Locals and some scholars consider the St. Michael to be German work, which 

makes sense given what we know of Chilote history. Many German Jesuits were placed 

in the region, and the sculpture’s glass eyes, volumetric drapery and the gold trim of his 

garments lead art historians to link him to Bavarian sculpture of the 18th century.66 

                                                      

65 1767 Expulsion Inventory Vol. 3, as transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres, 78: “Ittn. 95. Sn 
Miguel de Cuerpo entero algo mal tratado” (my translation). 
66 An article sent to me after the completion of this chapter makes a compelling argument for this stance, 
but I stand by the attribution I have made. See Fernando Guzmán Schiappacasse and Rodrigo Moreno 
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However, the sheer bulk of this figure and his voluminous, weighty garments differ 

dramatically from 18th century German examples. The sculpture of St. Michael at the St. 

Michaelis Church in Hamburg (fig. 3.16), recently restored and believed to originate 

from the second half of the 17th century, exhibits a similar posture and facial type, but its 

attire is in a different style and more importantly lacks the weight and volume of the 

Castro sculpture. Where the Hamburg St. Michael is wearing elegantly upswept drapery 

that frames his lithe form, the Castro St. Michael is firmly ensconced in fabric, and it 

gives him a weighty monumentality.  

 Comparison with a model from closer to home also casts doubt on the likelihood 

of a German attribution. Jacob Kelner (1712-1733), a German Jesuit sculptor, completed 

the Dying St. Francis Xavier, now in the Santiago Metropolitan Cathedral, between 

c.1748-1767 (fig. 3.17). The sculpture was commissioned for the St. Francis Xavier 

Chapel in the Jesuit Church of Saint Michael in Santiago, and is accordingly a very high 

status art object completed by one of the most talented Germanic sculptors to sojourn in 

Chile. Though the subject matter is different, the Dying St. Francis Xavier provides a 

useful reference point for comparison with the St. Michael at Castro.  

 St. Francis Xavier’s face and hands are rendered with a greater attention to detail, 

and his spiritually agonized facial expression is convincing in a way that make the Castro 

St. Michael’s serene facial features and hands seem less naturalistic, if not schematic. The 

most noticeable difference between the two works is again in the drapery. St. Francis 

Xavier’s robes wreathe his dying form in a way that accentuates the curves and angles of 

                                                      

Jería, “Esculturas Peregrinas y Imaginería Vernácula en el Archipiélago de Chiloé en Tiempos Coloniales”, 
yet unpublished article supplied by the authors, October 2015, 12-13. 
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his body. Though the rippling folds emphasize the figure’s sense of drama, and in this 

way help to tell his story, they do not obscure his form. Kelner’s rippling, form-

accentuating drapery could not be further removed from the Castro St. Michael’s weighty 

and faceted skirts. 

 However, the Castro St. Michael does bear a striking resemblance to a sculptural 

tradition found at another Jesuit mission in Latin America. The Jesuit missions to the 

Guaraní, in what is now Paraguay and parts of Argentina and Brazil, began in 1609 – one 

year after the mission to Chiloé – and only a decade later most of the missions had their 

own church as well as a full roster of ecclesiastical decoration and imagery. This is due to 

the art workshops founded at a handful of missions where Jesuit and Guaraní artists alike 

produced sculpture, woodworking and painting to decorate the churches of the missions 

and to be exported elsewhere.67 There was no one sculptural style at the Jesuit missions to 

the Guaraní; both Jesuit and indigenous artists produced work and though indigenous 

sculptors interpreted European models in a way that reflected their particular worldview, 

these models came from varied stylistic traditions and their interpretation changed over 

the almost two centuries of mission activity. 

 The St. Michael at Castro, however, might fit into a specific stylistic tradition of 

the missions. The weighty carving of his skirts (fig. 3.18) is almost identical to that of a 

Virgin Immaculate from the Church of Loreto at the Santa Rosa mission in Paraguay (fig. 

3.19). Bozidar Darko Sustersic attributes this work to the Jesuit Brasanelli (1659-1728) 

and dates it to c.1720-1723, while Brasanelli was working at the Santa Rosa and Santa 

                                                      

67 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 156. 
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María de Fe missions between 1720 and c.1723.68 Particularly similar is the whiplash 

curve of hemline that resembles an omega sign, rendered in a faceted and heavy style that 

that gives the fabric both a sense of dynamism and weighty solidity.  

 The Castro sculpture has a curving line that rings his neck, giving the impression 

of fleshy softness (fig. 3.20). This technique and its resulting soft, almost chubby 

sweetness is also typical of Brasanelli and his pupils. For example, an angel now at the 

Museo Julio Castilhos in Brazil, dated to the early 18th century by Bozidar Darko 

Sustersic, possesses the same ring of flesh directly beneath the jaw line (fig. 3.21). He 

also has a slight bulge of flesh on the underside of his jaw, and his chin is articulated in 

such a way that it resembles an oval laid sideways. The two faces, and those of 

Brasanelli’s Santa Rosa period, share deeply incised hair that curves away from the face 

in thick curls, hiding the upper ear and allowing the lower lobe to peek out behind a lock 

that falls in front. Though the Castro St. Michael differs from most of Brasanelli’s works 

in that he possesses a pair of glass eyes, there are a few works of sculpture from the 

Paraguay missions with the same, and of course an artist inspired by Brasanelli’s style 

would have had access to such materials if working in an urban centre.69 The records of 

possessions of the Jesuit College in Castro and its associated art ateliers make no mention 

of glass eyes for sculptures (though they list loose hands, heads, and clothing) or of the 

specialty equipment needed for the production of such items; this makes a Chilote 

                                                      

68 Bozidar Darko Sustersic, “Diálogo Entre Culturas: José Brasanelli, escultor, pintor y arquitecto Lombardo 
en las Misiones Jesuíticas del Paraguay”, powerpoint presented by author at the Museo del Barro, 
Asunción, Paraguay, slide 145. 
69 See Bozidar Darko Sustersic, “Imágenes Guaraní-Jesuíticas”, powerpoint presented by author at the 
Museo del Barro, Asunción, Paraguay. Wooden sculpture with glass eyes at the Jesuit Missions to the 
Guaraní: God the Father, Mission of Trinidad, Itapúa (slide 390), Virgin Immaculate, Mission of Trinidad, 
Itapúa (slide 391). I also suspect that the St. Leon the Great (slide 394) and St. Gregory the Great (slide 
393) busts at the Mission of Trinidad, Paraguay, have glass eyes or glass pupils embedded in wooden eyes. 
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attribution even less likely.70 

 Specific comparison to the St. Michaels produced by Brasanelli and his workshop 

shows an identical detached and impassive gaze, double tiered skirt combined with a 

Roman style chest plate and sandals that reach just below the knees fastened with a 

rosette and encircled at the top by a swag of fabric. One notable difference appears in the 

form of the devil beneath St. Michael’s feet, with his curving tail and outward gaze. All 

of the devils in the Brasanelli examples have two legs and twist their bodies to look up at 

the angel. However, the devil beneath St. Michael’s feet is itself a mystery, because the 

style of carving differs from the body of the work; it is rougher and the figure’s features 

are more schematic (fig. 3.22). Though the faces of devil and angel are of course 

expected to be entirely different, a comparison of the angel’s skillfully rendered kneecap 

above the devil’s shoulder with his own awkward forearm suggest to me that he is not 

original to the group. From my own close visual examination of the work, I believe that 

the devil and angel are detachable from one another at the point where St. Michael’s feet 

touch the devil’s back, and thus the original figure may have been removed and replaced.  

 The Castro Saint Michael’s similarity to the work produced by the Jesuit missions 

to the Guaraní in the early to mid-18th century means that it could very well be the 

sculpture mentioned in the suppression documents of 1768. Though we cannot be entirely 

sure when it arrived in Chiloé, or indeed if it is the same sculpture noted as ‘Item 95’ in 

the Jesuit College, I believe that it was either produced by an indigenous sculptor at the 

missions to the Guaraní or by a Jesuit sculptor influenced by Brasanelli’s work, and was 

brought to the archipelago before the Expulsion. With such a clear link to Brasanelli’s 

                                                      

70 1767 Expulsion Inventory, transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 72-79. 
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work at Santa Rosa and Santa María de Fe, it must have been produced close to that time 

period with enough time to travel down to Castro before the expulsion, so it likely derives 

from c.1720-1760. 

 Though it may seem unlikely that a sculpture from the middle of the Paraguayan 

rainforest would reach the missions of insular Patagonia, recent examinations of the role 

of travel and communication in the Jesuit order emphasize the possibility, indeed the very 

necessity of such exchange. Stephen J. Harris has highlighted the importance of the 

Ignatian metaphor of the Jesuit order as a body, a metaphor that mimics the Christian 

ideal of a healthy church as the body of Christ, composed of different parts that complete 

certain tasks in order to advance a shared cause. The Order emphasized not only the 

completion of tasks by the various ‘body parts’ but also the flow of communication and 

materials, like blood, between them. Harris writes that “the health and vigour of the body 

depended fundamentally on the well-regulated circulation of three vital elements – well-

trained and reliable members, informative and timely correspondence, and material 

appropriate for the task at hand”.71 

 The Jesuits circulated materials and ideas throughout the missions and the 

colleges in more urban centres, but they themselves also travelled extensively. For 

example, in 1691 and 1714 large groups of Germanic Jesuits (the first permitted to land 

in Spanish America) arrived in Buenos Aires and then travelled to their posts.72 Adam 

Engelhard, a cabinet maker, architect and sculptor, arrived in Chile in 1724. He probably 

landed in Buenos Aires, and Jesuit records show that he directed the construction of the 

                                                      

71 Harris, “Mapping Jesuit Science,” 216. 
72 Bailey, The Spiritual Rococo, 243. 
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Compañía in Mendoza, Argentina before travelling to Santiago where he was likely 

involved in building the sacristy cabinets at the Santiago Cathedral.73 Many Jesuits, like 

Engelhard, participated in a variety of projects throughout the Southern Cone and carried 

ideas, artistic techniques, and even works of art with them from place to place. 

 There is only one Jesuit that we know with certainty travelled between the 

missions in Paraguay and Chiloé. Louis Berger (1590-1643), a French brother from 

Abbeville, appears in Jesuit records as a musician and artist active in Paraguay in the 

1620’s.74 He then appears in Chiloe in 1636 and 1637, where his musical compositions 

that had been so well appreciated in Paraguay met with similar success among the 

Huilliche.75 In writing of Berger’s work in Chiloé, Rodrigo Moreno Jería also notes that 

many of the missionaries in Chiloé and Paraguay were “old friends from the College at 

Córdoba” where they had studied together, and that Juan Bautista Ferrufino, one of the 

first missionaries in the Archipelago was the Procurator of the Province of Paraguay in 

the 1630’s.76 

 Though Louis Berger was in Chiloé far too early to have transmitted the Castro 

St. Michael’s sculptural style or the work itself to the Archipelago, his presence in both 

missions highlights the fluidity of circulation between the Jesuit missions in South 

America that Ignatian organizational logic described as the flow of blood throughout a 

body. Accordingly, the transmission of people, goods, and ideas throughout the Jesuit 

missions as demonstrated above makes it clear that the Castro St. Michael was likely 

                                                      

73 Gauvin Alexander Bailey and Fernando Guzman, “The ‘St. Sebastian’ of Los Andes: a Chilean cultural 
treasure re-examined,” The Burlington Magazine (November 2011): 725-726. 
74 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 156. 
75 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 278, 292. 
76 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 278. 
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produced at the Jesuit mission to the Guaraní or by an artist influenced by Brasanelli’s 

workshop and brought to Chiloé in the second half of the 18th century. This makes it 

entirely possible that the Church of San Francisco’s treasured and well cared for 

sculpture of St. Michael is in fact the same work recorded in 1768 as “Item 95. St. 

Michael with full body in slightly bad condition”, an enduring legacy of the creativity 

and collaboration of the Jesuit missions.77 

  

                                                      

77 1767 Expulsion Inventory Vol. 3, as transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres, 78: “Ittn. 95. Sn 
Miguel de Cuerpo entero algo mal tratado” (my translation). 
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Fig. 3.1 The Virgin of Carelmapu, 
the Church of Carelmapu. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo 
y catastro 

Fig. 3.2 The Virgin of Carelmapu 
(detail). 
Image:  www.iglesiadesantiago.cl  
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Fig. 3.4 The Virgin of Loreto at 
Achao (detail). 
Image: Iglesias de Chiloé 

Fig. 3.3 The Virgin of Loreto at the Church of Santa 
Maria de Loreto, Achao. 
Image: Héctor Pacheco Gallardo  
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Fig. 3.5 The Virgin of Loreto at Achao (detail). 
Image: Film still from La Misión Jesuítica de Nahuel Huapi, directed by 
Sergio Raczko. 
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Fig. 3.7 Virgin of the Apocalypse, 18
th

 
century, private collection. 
Image: Escultura Colonial Quiteña 

Fig. 3.6 Bernardo Legarda, 
Virgin of the Apocalypse (Virgin 
of Quito), 1734, Quito 
Cathedral, Quito. 
Image: Escultura Colonial 
Quiteña 
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Fig. 3.9 Attr. Martin Alonso de Mesa, 

Saint Barbara, 17
th

 century, Museo 
Pedro de Osma, Barranco. 
Image: Museo Pedro de Osma 

Fig. 3.8 Spanish School, Virgin and Child, 

late 16
th

 century, Church of Santo 
Domingo, Ayacucho. 
Image: La Escultura de el Primer 
Naturalismo 
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Fig. 3.10 Francisco Tito Yupanqui, 
Virgin of Copacabana, c. 1583, Basilica 
of Copacabana, Bolivia. 
Image: Stanfield-Mazzi, Object and 
Apparition 

Fig. 3.11 Virgin of Copacabana,  

17
th

 century, Monastery of 
Copacabana, Lima. 
Image: Escultura en el Peru 

. 
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Fig. 3.12 Virgin of Loreto at Achao 
(detail of robes). 
Image: Film still from La Misión 
Jesuítica de Nahuel Huapi, directed 
by Sergio Raczko 

Fig. 3.13 Attr. Francisco de Ocampo, 

Virgin of the Apocalypse, 17
th

 
century, Convento de San Francisco, 
Lima. 
Image: Mater Admiribilis: la 
Devoción Marina en el Perú 
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Fig. 3.14 Attr. Juan Martinez Montañez, Virgin with the Christ of the 

Thorn, 17
th

 century, Convento de la Buena Muerte, Lima. 
Image: Escultura en el Peru 
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Fig. 3.15 St. Michael, Church of San Francisco, Castro. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Fig. 3.16 St. Michael, c. second half of 

the 17
th

 century, St. Michaelis Church, 
Hamburg, Germany. 
Image: www.st-michaelis.de  

Fig. 3.17 Jacob Kelner, the Dying St. Francis Xavier, c. 1748-67, Santiago 
Cathedral, Santiago. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Fig 3.18  
St. Michael at 
Castro 
(details). 
Image: Molly-
Claire Gillett  

Fig. 3.19 José Brasanelli, Immaculada, the 
Church of Loreto, Santa Rosa, Paraguay, c. 
1720-1723 (and drapery detail). 
Image: Bozidar Darko Sustersic 
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Fig.3.21 , José Brasanelli, Angel, 
1710-1720, now at the Museo 
Julio Castilhos, Porte Alegre, Brazil.  
Image: Bozidar Darko Sustersic  

Fig. 3.20 St Michael at the 
Castro (detail). 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Fig. 3.22 St. Michael at Castro (detail of devil). 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Chapter 4 

The Franciscans 

The expulsion of the Jesuits from all Spanish territories in 1767 was not an isolated event. 

The Spanish King Carlos III (1716-1788) and the monarchs before him had been 

attempting to strengthen the Spanish hold on their newly acquired territories throughout 

the 18th century, and a set of policy changes known as the Bourbon Reforms were 

developed to this end.78 The reforms made tax collection more efficient and ensured a 

tighter Spanish grasp on governance and the military. Most importantly for our purposes, 

they sought to lessen the power of the Church and religious orders, and homogenize 

religious practice throughout the vast geographical and cultural expanse of Spanish 

America. An effective way to achieve both of these goals simultaneously was to 

eliminate one of the most powerful, but also autonomous and evangelically innovative 

religious orders, the Jesuits, which King Carlos III did with the Royal Decree of 

Expulsion on the 27 of February 1767, followed by the Pragmatic Sanction just two 

months later on April 2.79 

 The Jesuits in Chiloé were not forced to leave until 1768, sheltered from the 

changes by sheer geographical distance. With the Chilotes now in need of religious 

guidance, Franciscans were sent immediately from the College at Chillán, but these six 

priests and two lay brothers were daunted by the task of having to care for such a large 

geographical area and requested to be relieved from the responsibility. In response, the 

                                                      

78 Rodrigo Moreno Jería, “Reformismo Borbónico y el Extrañamiento de los Jesuitas en 1767: 
Consecuencias Misionales en Chiloé,” Boletín de la Academia Chilena de la Historia 121 (2012): 37-51. 
79 Moreno Jería, “Reformismo Borbónico,” 38. 
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College of Ocopa in present day Peru, richer in both human and material resources, sent 

fifteen priests and one lay brother. They were in a position to do so because Franciscans 

from Spain had recently bolstered their numbers; King Carlos III was already planning to 

hand the Jesuit missions over to the Franciscans post-expulsion and accordingly had 

ordered priests of the same order to travel to Spanish America, thirty eight in 1768 and 

twenty five in 1770.80  The Franciscans from Ocopa were sent first to Lima and then to 

Callao, from which port they embarked on the 42 day journey to San Carlos, now known 

as Ancud. They arrived on December 16, 1771.81 

 Unfortunately, there is no record of which sculptures the Franciscans from Ocopa 

brought with them in 1771, although it is very likely that they did bring some. In the 18th 

century Ocopa was a wealthy and powerful college that would have possessed a vast 

array of ecclesiastical furnishings and religious imagery. Upon their arrival, the 

Franciscans seem to have made themselves busy right away, redecorating the Jesuit 

mission churches and adding their own collections or repositioning existing sculpture and 

ecclesiastical furnishings. The Franciscan Pedro González de Agueros, writing in 1791, 

mentions the redecoration of a number of Chilote churches by Franciscan priests. Achao, 

for example, was given a new altar and a number of unspecified sculptures by Alfonso 

Reyna, a Franciscan from the Spanish Province of Andalusia. Agueros notes that Reyna 

made some decorative items for the Sacristy with his own hands, which points to the 

continuation of the Jesuit workshop tradition.82 He also writes that the Franciscans 

                                                      

80 Rudolph Arbesmann O.S.A., “The Contribution of the Franciscan College of Ocopa in Peru to the 
Geographical Exploration of South America,” The Americas 1:4 (1945): 406. 
81 Gonzalez de Agueros, Descripcion Historial de la Provincia y Archipielago de Chiloé en el Reyno de Chile y 
Obispado de la Concepcion (Madrid: Imprenta de Don Benito Cano, 1791), 169. 
82 De Agueros, Descripcion Historial, 177. 
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continued the circular mission with statues of Christ Crucified, Saint Isidore and Saint 

Nottburga, the latter of which was “held in great estimation among some of the poor 

people”.83  These are the same names mentioned in the 1769-70 Jesuit Noticia Breve and 

there is no reason to doubt that they might have been the very same statues that the 

Jesuits used.84 Though they renovated and rearranged extensively, the Franciscans made 

use of the existing Jesuit framework and its associated images. We know this from their 

writings but it is also evident in the presence of Jesuit era sculptures in Chilote churches 

to this day. 

 As one might expect, there are a number of tales that circulate throughout the 

islands regarding which sculptures where brought by the Franciscans and when. 

Predominant is the claim that a large group of statues was brought to the island of 

Caguach in 1782 by a Franciscan called Hilario Martinez, including a sculpture of Jesus 

of Nazareth: The Jesús Nazareno of Caguach (fig. 4.1). This claim seems to be based on 

oral tradition and some unpublished and unspecified documents found in Chilote 

churches.85 Without further archival research throughout the Archipelago I can make no 

definitive statement as to its veracity, however it is worth considering the information 

that we do have: the sculptures themselves and documents from the time.  

                                                      

83 Gonzalez de Aqueros, Descripcion Historial, 162-163: “esto entre aquellas pobres gentes es de grade 
estimacion” (my translation). 
84 Bailey, “Cultural Convergence,” 230. 
85 The story of Hilario Martinez is related more or less consistently throughout most modern day 
scholarship on the region. However, rather than citing archival documents or Martinez’s contemporary 
chroniclers, the authors cite each other and two texts: Isidoro Vásquez de Acuña’s Costumbres Religiosas 
de Chiloé (1959), 59, which doesn’t specify from which source the information was derived, and Renato 
Cárdenas and Carlos Trujillo’s Caguach, Isla de Devoción (1986), 21, which includes in the footnotes 
references to an unspecified and undated ‘inventory book’. 
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 4.1 Hilario Martinez and the Jesús Nazareno of Caguach 

 Archival records show that the Franciscan Hilario Martinez was indeed among 

those sent from Ocopa in 1771.86 Gonzalez de Agueros specifically mentions him fixing 

and bringing religious items to the church at Cabulco, but also makes reference to the 

building, decorating and redecorating of a few other churches in the region:  

 “In Cabulco, Father Fr. Hilario Martinez, of the Province of Santiago, repaired the 

 evident ruin that threatened this parish church: he replaced many of its beautiful 

 ornaments, and other precious objects. In all of the above mentioned churches, and in 

 others in their respective districts, those religious men have put all the attention and care 

 that make possible the interior decoration and selection of images, sacred vessels, 

 ornaments and precious objects, since the churches had almost nothing in them”.87   

 In Santería de Chiloé, Vazquez de Acuña argues that the Nazareno was likely 

brought from Andalusia to Chiloé by way of Peru.88 Though he does not cite any specific 

examples of stylistic similarities, I imagine this argument references the similarly 

impassive Christs of 16th century Andalusian artists such as Pablo de Rojas’ Nazareno  in 

the Iglesia Parroquial de Huétor Vega in Grenada, Spain (fig. 4.2). In this example, we 

see the same straight nose and heavy brow, with an absence of the violent emotion and 

agony seen in other Iberian Christs. The transmission of sculptural style from Andalusia 

to South America was often much more nuanced than a simple transfer of statues from 

                                                      

86 De Agueros, Descripcion Historial, 169. 
87 De Agueros, Descripcion Historial, 178, 179: “En Cabulco reparó el Padre Fr. Hilario Martinez, de la 
Provincia de Santiago, la manifiesta ruina que amenazaba á aquella Parroquial: la repuso de muchos 
buenos ornamentos, y otras alhajas. En todas las referidas Iglesias, y en otras de sus respectivos Partidos 
han puesto aquellos Religiosos todo el cuidado, y esmero que han podido para su adorno interior y 
provision de Imágenes, vasos sagrados, ornamentos, y alhajas, pues en las mas nada habia.” (my 
translation, with Anna Maria Moubayed). 
88 Vazquez de Acuña, Santería de Chiloé, 43. 
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place to place, however. A number of sculptors travelled from southern Spain to colonial 

urban centres, bringing with them works of art, styles and techniques that helped shape 

the South American sculptural milieu. As I have discussed above in relation to the Virgin 

of Loreto at Achao, this artistic cosmopolitanism was particularly prevalent in Lima, 

which in the 17th century became a hub for the Andalusian or Sevillan style that Vazquez 

de Acuña detected in the Nazareno de Caguach.  

 Around the mid-17th century there was a group of sculptors working in Lima that 

all had one characteristic in common: they were deeply influenced by the Sevillan 

sculptor Juan Martínez Montañés (1568-1649).89 This sculptor was the most widely 

mentioned in 17th century Spanish artistic literature, and highly praised as a “famous 

sculptor” in the painter Francisco Pacheco’s (1564-1644) Arte de la Pintura, a work on 

painting and sculpture published in 1649.90 Montañés and Pacheco worked together on a 

sculpture of Christ on the Cross commissioned for the private chapel of the Archdeacon 

of Carmona, province of Seville, in 1603 (fig. 4.3), which is an excellent example of the 

solemnity and pathos that characterizes the sculptor’s work. Rather than depicting Christ 

in agony or theatrical, demonstrative sorrow, Montañés has created a noble, quietly 

resigned Christ that encourages the viewer’s compassion with his calm acceptance of 

suffering. His face is gaunt, with strong brows, high cheekbones and a long, straight nose. 

Pacheco, who painted the sculpture, added shadows above and below the eyes and 

painted a thin black line on the underside of the upper lid to emphasize the half closed, 

slit-like eyes.  

                                                      

89 Teresa Gisbert and José de Mesa, Escultura Virreinal en Bolivia (La Paz: Academia Nacionale des 
Sciencias de Bolivia, 1972), 137. 
90 Francsico Pacheco, Arte de la Pintura (Madrid: Manuel Galiano, 1866), 348. 
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 This way of depicting Christ is immediately recognizable in the work of 17th 

century Lima sculptors. The same face with prominent brows that merge into a long 

straight nose and slit-like eyes is found in the Crucifixion at the Monastery of Saint Clare 

in Lima, attributed to Gaspar de la Cueva (fig. 4.4). This figure’s head is also turned 

downwards and to the right, as if addressing the viewer below. Montañés’ Carmona 

Christ had been commissioned with very specific request: that Christ be depicted in the 

moment right before death, as if he were communicating with the person praying at the 

right side of the crucifix.91 De la Cueva’s Christ at the Monastery of Saint Claire, with his 

eyes closing but head inclined and mouth open as if in speech is depicted in this exact 

same moment.  

 Gaspar de la Cueva was born in Seville in 1589.92 Here he would have viewed the 

work of Montañés and his circle, taking this aesthetic with him when he travelled to Lima 

in 1613 and then later in the 1620’s down into Bolivia, working in Potosí in 1632.93 The 

serenity and pathos in the Saint Claire Crucifix are equally evident in the Christ at the 

Column sculpture that he produced for the Church of San Lorenzo in Potosí (fig. 4.5). His 

face is not twisted in theatrical agony. Instead, his symmetrical, almost schematic 

features and minimal facial expression create a sense of resigned, muted suffering. The 

blood flows down his face from the forehead in straight, clearly defined lines, further 

creating a moment of stillness. Particularly clear in this example is the way in which de la 

Cueva emphasizes the eyes beneath a strong, straight brow with deeply incised lines 

                                                      

91 Xavier Bray, The Sacred Made Real: Spanish Painting and Sculpture 1600-1700 (London: National Gallery 
Company, 2009), 25. 
92Teresa Gisbert and José de Mesa, Escultura Virreinal en Bolivia (La Paz: Academia Nacionalde Ciencias de 
Bolivia, 1972): 123. 
93 Gisbert and de Mesa, Escultura Virreinal, 123, 125. 
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below the bottom lid and around the top, making clear the half sphere of the eyeball 

beneath. The use of incised lines extends also to Christ’s beard and hair, which are traced 

with flowing curves to simulate the texture of real human hair. Gaspar de la Cueva 

produced many other similar works during his career in both Peru and Bolivia and many 

of his contemporaries worked in the same style. Luis de Peralta’s Christ Crucified in the 

Church of Asilo de Ancianos, Potosí, for example, exhibits the same gauntness, emphasis 

on the eye area, incised lines on the beard and hair, and overall sense of pathos and 

stillness (fig. 4.6). 

 If we reconsider the Jess Nazareno of Caguach in light of these stylistic 

developments, we can conclude that the sculpture does indeed show qualities similar to 

those of 17th century Andalusian work but is in fact more similar to the interpretation of 

such characteristics that we see in the Peruvian and Bolivian work of sculptors like 

Gaspar de la Cueva. As in the influential and much emulated work of the Sevillan 

sculptor Juan Martínez Montañéz, Christ’s suffering has been muted and the sculpture is 

imbued with a sense of stillness and pathos. However, the Caguach Nazareno’s vertical, 

uniform patterning of dripping blood and emphasis on large, slit-like eyes has more in 

common with the Crucifixion at the Monastery of Saint Clare in Lima, attributed to 

Gaspar de la Cueva, or his pupil Luis de Peralta’s Christ on the Cross at the Asilo de 

Ancianons in Potosí. The artist who produced the Caguach Nazareno has placed the same 

emphasis on the eyes as vehicles for the expression of emotion (4.7). Long, only slightly 

curving brows reach from his temples to the bridge of his nose, where they are separated 

by a slight furrow. Though the face is serene, smooth and gaunt, deep recesses under the 

brows and incised lines beneath the bottom lids and along the inner edge of both lids 
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draw attention to the half-closed eyes. These are massive, and the eyeball itself seems 

clearly defined beneath the upper and lower lids. As in all the crucifixes considered 

above, the Nazareno’s mouth is open as if he is just about to speak, or perhaps, on his 

long journey up the hill to the site of the crucifixion, he exhales a weary sigh. Though the 

Caguach Nazareno is adorned with human hair that obscures the carving on his head, we 

can see in his beard and around the edges of his face swirling incised lines that create a 

stylized hair texture as we saw in Gaspar de la Cueva’s work. The clear stylistic 

similarities between the Caguach Nazareno and the work of Gaspar de la Cueva and his 

followers indicate that this work was likely completed in Lima or Bolivia between the 

mid-17th century and mid-18th century. During this time, the Franciscans embarked from 

Lima to travel to Chiloé, and as we have seen above spent a great deal of time and money 

refurbishing Chilote churches when they arrived. Accordingly, it is entirely possible that 

the Nazareno was brought to the Archipelago under the auspices of Hilario Martinez in 

the late 18th century. 
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Fig. 4.1 Jesús Nazareno de 

Caguach, the Church of 

Caguach. 

Image: Mariana Matthews 

Fig. 4.2 Pablo de Rojas, Jesús Nazareno, 16
th

 

century, Iglesia Parroquial de Huétor Vega, 

Grenada, Spain. 

Image: El Primer Naturalismo  
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Fig. 4.3 Montañes and Pacheco, Christ on the Cross, 1603, Museo 

des Bellas Artes, Seville. 

Image: The Sacred Made Real 
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Fig. 4.4 Attr. Gaspar de la Cueva, Christ on the Cross, 17
th

 century, 

Monastery of Saint Claire, Lima. 

Image: Escultura en el Peru 
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Fig. 4.5 Gaspar de la Cueva, Christ at 

the Column, Church of San Lorenzo, 

Potosi. 

Image: Escultura Virreinal en Bolivia 

Fig. 4.6 Luis de Peralta, Christ on 
the Cross, Asilo de Ancianos, Potosi. 
Image: Escultura Virreinal en Bolivia 
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Fig. 4.7 Jesús Nazareno de Caguach (detail). 

Image: wikimedia  
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Chapter 5 

European Plaster Sculpture and the Suppression of the Escuela 

Hispano-Chilote 

The aversion to local religious practices that the Franciscans brought with them in the late 

18th century, empowered by the Bourbon reforms and the Spanish monarchy’s desire for 

complete power over the hearts and minds of its subjects, did not dissipate in the 19th 

century. However much Chiloé may have remained geographically isolated from the full 

impact of the Catholic reform that sought a more rationalistic and uniform religious 

practice following the Enlightenment, even the most remote areas felt the tightening grip 

of enforced conformity. 

 Francisco Cavada (b. 1864), a Franciscan historian writing at the turn of the 20th 

century demonstrated the persistence of this reformist attitude in his description of 

Chilote religious imagery: “there are in the Island numerous santeros and santeras that 

furnish the rural churches with images that, for their deformity and ridiculous appearance, 

are more suited to an archaeological museum or an Aztec temple than a Christian 

Church”.94 In fact, Chilote artwork was displayed as a quasi-archaeological curiosity 

during this time period; a catalogue for an 1873 Exhibition of colonial art described a 

depiction (probably a painting) of Christ “in the most horrific Quiteña Byzantine style”.95 

                                                      

94 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75: “Existen en la Isla numerosos santeros y santeras que surten las 
capillas rurales de imágenes que, por su deformidad y risibles cataduras, son más propias de un museo 
arqueológico o de un templo azteca que de una iglesia cristiana.” (my translation). 
95 Catálogo Razonado de la Exposición del Coloniaje, celebrada en Santiago de Chile en septiembre de 
1873, Imprenta Sud- América, Santiago, 1873, as cited in Fernando Guzmán Schiappacasse and Rodrigo 
Moreno Jeria, “Esculturas Peregrinas y Imaginería Vernácula en el Archipiélago de Chiloé en Tiempos 
Coloniales”, yet unpublished article supplied by the authors, October 2015. 
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The use of the term “Byzantine”, likely in reference to its wide eyed gaze, links Chilote 

artwork to a chronologically and geographically distant culture that has little to do with 

its “style”, but does impart a sense of the “primitive”, placing it firmly in the past. 

Cavada takes his brutal critique even further than this catalogue produced forty years 

earlier. He refers to the sculptures he sees in Chiloé as “grotesque” and makes reference 

to the Diocese’s attempts to remove them and replace them with proper, pious imagery: 

“The Prelates have set forth reasonable campaigns to come to the conclusion that these 

grotesque figures are a disgrace to our faith, and to replace them with devout and pious 

images”.96 This goal is thwarted by the strong Chilote sense of tradition and the 

determination of locals to hold on to the sculptures and sculptural traditions passed to 

them by their ancestors.97  

 Cavada’s text gives us insight into the state of Chilote sculpture in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries. First of all, Cavada makes it clear that (much to his chagrin) 

there were saint makers, santeros and santeras, working in Chiloé despite the efforts of 

religious authorities to prevent them. The addition of the feminine form, santeras, is 

notable in itself. Writing during a time when religious sculpture was the province of men, 

Cavada may be emphasizing the presence of female sculptors in order to make Chilote 

sculpture seem even more unnatural. It is also evident that there was a very strong and 

cohesive sculptural tradition that remained the same throughout many generations; 

Cavada writes that knowledge of these images is “transmitted from fathers to sons in a 

                                                      

96 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75: “Los Prelados han emprendido plausibles campañas para concluir con 
esas grotescas figuras que son un bochorno para nuestra fe, y reemplazarlas por imágenes devotas y 
piadosas.” (my translation). 
97 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75. 
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long succession of years”.98 However, Cavada also acknowledges the attempt made by 

religious authorities to import proper and pious sculpture into the region in order to 

ensure consistency of religious practice in an area known for its folk beliefs and unique 

brand of Catholicism. He is almost certainly referring to the statues rendered in plaster 

and terracotta that were by that time a feature of churches throughout the Catholic world. 

 Nineteenth and early 20th century European plaster sculpture was manufactured 

primarily in France and sometimes referred to as ‘Saint-Sulpice style’ (after the area in 

Paris in which mass produced religious wares could be purchased) or ‘Bondieuserie’, 

both pejorative terms that now signify Catholic kitsch.99 There were workshops in Italy 

and Spain, and such sculpture was also manufactured in urban centres of South America, 

using casts sent from Europe. Such mass produced sculpture was powered by new 

innovations in industrialism and a response to the demand for religious art that could be 

consistent throughout the Catholic world, in a style that hearkened back to the ‘purer’ and 

‘golden’ days of the medieval church with an eye to reforming the Catholic Church’s 

image and practice.100  

 In keeping with the tenets of industrial capitalism that made such mass production 

and sale of sculpture possible, plasterwork companies printed catalogues and 

advertisements to encourage sales. Prospective buyers could peruse the catalogue and 

then send away for a work of art using a system of order numbers to indicate which of the 

many models they preferred. Some sculptures even came in different sizes or colours, 

                                                      

98 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75: “como herencia de sus antepasados, han venido transmitiéndose de 
padres a hijos en una larga sucesión de años” (my translation). 
99 Dr. Allison Morehead, email message to author, July 14, 2015. 
100 Jean-Miche Leniaud, “Le rêve pour tous : néogothique entre art et industrie,” Sociétés & 
Représentations 20:2 (2005): 2. 
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making the process similar to ordering clothing from a mail order catalogue today. The 

Vendeuvre-Sur-Barse sainterie in L’Aube and the Institut Catholique de Vaucouleurs 

were two of these ateliers, both in France, and their advertisements show the same work 

that we can see in Chilote churches. For example, the 1893 catalogue of the Institut 

Catholique de Vaucouleurs features a statue of St. Michael with curved and pointed 

feathered wings and a long spear held in both hands (fig. 5.1). A similar statue stands in 

the church of Nercon, a plaster with pointed feathered wings, a roman breastplate, single 

tiered skirt and length of fabric draped over his right arm (fig. 5.2). A comparison with 

the much larger wooden statue of St. Michael at the same church (fig. 6.3) reveals just 

how different the plaster sculptures were from Chilote vernacular work. Where the 

plaster St. Michael is detailed, delicate and wistful, its wooden counterpart is substantial, 

frontal and commanding. We know that such plaster religious sculpture was imported to 

Chiloé – it remains in even the most rural of churches today, with plasters outnumbering 

vernacular wooden sculptures in some locations. In the churches I was able to 

photograph, there were three almost identical Virgin of Lourdes statues, the very specific 

patterning of drapery differing only in subtle painted features indicating that they were 

likely purchased from the same company (fig. 5.3). If they were in fact designed and cast 

by different companies, the almost identical nature of such works demonstrates the 

consistency of production from factory to factory that resulted in what can almost seem 

like sculptural uniformity throughout the churches of the Catholic world. 

 It is this discussion that makes the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception at the 

Church of Alfaro (on the Isla Guar, near Calbuco) one of the most intriguing of the 

Archipelago (fig. 5.4). At first glance, she resembles a plaster sculpture imported from 
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Europe or Buenos Aires. However, according to Isidoro Vázquez de Acuña, who made 

detailed examinations of each sculpture included in his catalogue, she is not. In the 

catalogue he describes her construction: consisting of approximately four pieces, she is 

carved in the round in cypress wood with a hollow core, and then polychromed with 

encarnación.101 The Virgin’s s-bend posture, with one hand raised to her heart and the 

other floating at her side, her head tilted slightly and inclined downward, is typical of 

European plasterwork. So too are her small nose and lips, oval shaped face, and pointed 

chin. The sculpture is a portrait of sweetness and gentleness, even of sentimentality, a far 

cry from the impassive and commanding gaze of the Chilote Virgins we will see later on 

in this thesis. Though it is possible that this Virgin was produced industrially or at an 

urban atelier and purchased for use in Chiloé, I believe it to be very unlikely. In my 

research I have not come across any ateliers that produced wooden sculpture for export in 

such a style, with the exception of the Olot Factory in southern Spain. However, this 

factory did not carve sculptures out of wood but instead produced molded statues in a 

composite made of woodchips and binding agents in a process not unlike the moulding of 

plaster sculptures.102  

 What makes the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception at Alfaro so interesting is 

that her presence problematizes the notion that vernacular sculpture results from a lack of 

skill or ability to learn from other artistic traditions. If indeed the Virgin was made in the 

Archipelago and modelled after the plaster sculptures inundating the islands with their 

doe-eyes and curving postures, she tells us Chilote santeros and santeras were open to a 

                                                      

101 Vazquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 87. 
102 “Historia” Olot Arte Cristiano: http://www.elartecristiano.com/en/content/6-historia 
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variety of inspirations and were not confined by lack of skill to their traditional wide eyed 

and static figures but instead by choice, by allegiance to that particular mode of 

representation. During the course of my research I have found two other works that 

correspond with some of the characteristics of plaster sculpture: a St. Francis Borgia (fig. 

5.5) and a St. Joseph (fig. 5.6) with curving postures, wide eyes, tilted heads, and in the 

case of the St. Francis, slightly parted lips. Though these two sculptures are not as 

startling in their resemblance to plaster sculpture, I believe that they show the Chilote 

santeros and santeras of whom Cavada spoke so disparagingly experimenting with 

aspects of these new sculptures, figuring out which stylistic characteristics might be 

useful to their own communities. Evidently, the most productive sculpture makers 

decided to continue in the by now established vernacular style, in the tradition that 

Cavada rightly acknowledged to have been passed down through many generations, 

“from fathers to sons [and daughters] in a long tradition of years”.103 

 Many plaster sculptures remain in the churches of Chiloé, and in some these 

works outnumber the wooden sculptures. However, during my fieldwork I observed that 

communities do not seem to interact with them in the same way as their wooden 

counterparts. This difference makes sense, given the plaster sculptures’ construction. 

They are top-heavy and unstable, which makes them more difficult to transport during 

processions. Their fine and delicate features are less legible from far away, and in the dim 

light of a cavernous wooden church they can disappear altogether. Plaster’s polished, 

painted surfaces do not need to be dressed in the same way that vernacular works, most 

often constructed with a candelero base from the waist down, demand. The candelero 

                                                      

103 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75. 
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construction, resembling a scaffold that replaces the lower body, is often employed in 

Chilote sculpture and makes the statue lighter and more stable. Schematic lower bodies, 

often simply pillars of wood with a few carved striations to imply drapery, are also 

common. Both styles of statue require dressing in order to render them fit for display; 

during my fieldwork, I saw no candeleros and only a very few schematic robed statues 

displayed without vestments. Though in some, more rural, areas, plaster sculptures of the 

Virgin are draped with knitted shawls (knitting and weaving are two of the most 

important craft traditions in the Archipelago) or sashes striped with the colours of the 

Chilean flag, they are for the most part left unadorned. We can imagine the frustration of 

an elderly Chilote woman attempting to place a newly knitted shawl on the sloped and 

slippery shoulders of a plaster Virgin; it would fit so much better on the rounded 

shoulders and articulated arms of a wooden sculpture. 

 Though I hint at the issue here, I will return in the next chapter to the question of 

why Chilote sculptors chose to work in what we might call the vernacular style, the 

escuela hispano-chilote. However, the presence of plaster sculpture, and its 

accompanying religious climate of conformity and standardization make clear that this 

was indeed a choice, and one in which the people of Chiloé persisted despite harsh 

criticism. That Chilote sculptors continued in the vernacular despite such a wave of 

artistic and religious influences demonstrates the importance of vernacular wooden 

sculpture in religious ritual and community life, and shows us that the allegiance to this 

mode of representation was a choice made with the knowledge and ability to reproduce 

other sculptural styles. 
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5.1 St. Michael, from the June 1893 Catalogue 
Union Internationale Artistique – Institut 
Catholique de Vaucoleurs. 
Image: Archives of SDARCHETIS, accessed at 
http://www.inventaire.culture.gouv.fr/referenti
els/UIA_Vaucouleurs.html 

5.2 St. Michael, the Church of 

Nercon. 

Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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5.3 The Virgin of Lourdes, 

plaster sculptures at 

Tenaun, Aldachildo, and 

Nercon. 

Images: Molly-Claire Gillett 

5.4 The Virgin of the 

Immaculate Conception, the 

Church of Alfaro.  

Image: Santería de Chiloé 
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5.6 St. Joseph, the 
Church of San Francisco. 
Image: Santería de 
Chiloé 

5.5 St. Francis Borgia, the Church 

of Apiao. 

Image: Santería de Chiloé 
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Chapter 6 

A Case Study in the Vernacular 

Thus far I have focused on works of sculpture brought to the islands from afar – from 

urban centres and other missions in Latin America, and perhaps even from as far away as 

France. I would like to turn our attention now to the ways in which these models were 

interpreted by Chilote sculptors, a theme to which I alluded in the previous chapter. 

 It is difficult for a modern day viewer to imagine the impression that European 

sculpture would have made on the minds of 16th century Huilliche, a people with no 

tradition of figurative imagery. Records of the Jesuit circular mission paint a vivid image 

of the sort of theatrical presentation that would have given religious statues even more 

life. A 1769-70 Noticia Breve, written by Jesuit missionaries in Chiloé, tells of the 

disembarkation of statues which were then taken up to the church in a procession to be 

installed in niches until they were marched back down to the dalcas to travel to their next 

stop on the lengthy journey throughout the Archipelago. This account specifically 

mentions statues of St. Isidore, St. Notburga, St. John the Evangelist, the Virgin and the 

Crucified Christ.104 Unfortunately, there is no record of what happened to these 

sculptures, and though some of the crucifixes in Chiloé may date from this time period 

there are no extant works that can with certainty be identified as any of the three saints. 

They may have been lost, destroyed, taken from the islands or even fallen overboard in a 

boating accident. The currents around the Archipelago are, after all, notoriously 

treacherous. We know only that the Jesuits and the Franciscans after them brought work 

                                                      

104 Bailey, “Cultural Convergence at the Ends of the Earth,” 230. 
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to the Archipelago and with these works as examples taught the people to produce their 

own. 

 Very few documents survive to tell us about sculpture production on the Jesuit 

missions in Chiloé. However, the inventories produced to record mission possessions 

after the expulsion of the Jesuits allude to sculptural production, and the meticulous 

recording of each object in each building helps us to form a picture of mission activities. 

The tools recorded at Achao, Castro and Chonchi indicate the production of both 

sculpture and painting. In Castro, there were both unpainted faces and hands, empty 

canvases and ‘rolls’, likely rolls of paper or canvas.105 Francisco Xavier Kisling, a 

Bavarian Jesuit stationed in Chiloé from 1749-1767, had in his room a rasp, hammer, 

pliers, little glass containers and a large rock for grinding up ‘colours’, or pigments for 

painting.106 

 With this evidence of workshop activity in mind, we can look to indigenous art 

production at other Jesuit missions to form a picture of what it might have looked like in 

Chiloé, albeit on a much smaller scale. At the Jesuit missions in Paraguay (from whence I 

argue the Saint Michael at Castro originated), the Jesuits trained many indigenous artists 

in painting, sculpture and music. As noted earlier, one of the Jesuit brothers that taught 

music and painting in Paraguay around 1617, Louis Berger, travelled to Chiloé in 1636 

and stayed for approximately one year before leaving due to illness.107 Though 

                                                      

105 Inventario de los Bienes de la Compañia de Jesús en la Ciudad de Castro, 11-XII-1767, transcribed in 
Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 74. 
106 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 296 and Expulsion Inventory of 1767, transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, 
Costumbres Religiosas, 74: “111 itt. Lo que se alloen el aposento del Padre Francsco Xavier Quislin una 
lima grande, un martillo pequeño, un alicate quebrado, tres basitos de christal, un candado de vuida con 
llabe, una piedra grande con su mano para moler colores” (my translation). 
107 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 122. 
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documents from the time do not mention Luis Berger teaching painting in Chiloé as he 

had in Paraguay, his musical compositions deeply influenced liturgical music of the 

Archipelago.108 It is likely, therefore, that his artistic skills played a part in the developing 

tradition of wooden religious sculpture. 

 At their other South American missions, Jesuits taught indigenous artists how to 

produce Christian imagery using paintings on canvas and sculpture produced in Europe 

and South American colonial centres as well as mass produced prints from both Europe 

and South America.109 These prints were particularly important for the dissemination of 

artistic ideas as they were produced in abundance, were relatively cheap and easy to 

transport. Though indigenous artists were first taught to copy directly, they usually went 

on to interpret these models more loosely.110 A wooden decorative panel from the Jesuit 

Church at Córdoba, Argentina, carved by a Guaraní artist in the second half of the 17th 

century and linked to an engraving by Cornelis Galle published in Antwerp in 1640 is an 

example of this type of creative interpretation (fig. 6.1).111 I will return to the nuanced 

and varied nature of ‘copying’ and ‘interpretation’ later on. For now, it is enough to 

merely note that the Guaraní artist has used this European print as a model, carrying the 

major iconographical elements – the phoenix, flames, and hilltop – of Galle’s image into 

the new composition while at the same time making some subtle changes. He has 

transformed the decorative cartouche into lush foliage and introduced the face of a putto 

to the central top portion of the frame, replacing sharp corners and defined edges with 

                                                      

108 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 278.      
109 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 163. 
110 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 162. 
111 Project for the Engraved Sources of Spanish American Art, online archive. 
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softly bevelled curves.  

 Unfortunately, no prints from this time period are known to survive in Chiloé. 

However, the expulsion inventories do mention several prints; a St. Francis Borgia 

complete with its own frame and several prints on coloured paper were recorded in 

Castro.112 The Francis Borgia print was likely only mentioned by name because it was 

large and valuable enough to merit a frame. Item 169 in the Castro Suppression records 

reads: “two canvases, three rolls of prints on elm paper and pigments”.113 The fact that 

these prints were listed among other art supplies and that their subjects were not even 

recorded points to the commonality of such objects. There were likely many prints spread 

throughout the missions of the Archipelago and perhaps even in private homes, as they 

were often used as teaching aids. Tracing the prints that may have been brought to the 

missions of Chiloé, perhaps through examining local archives in great detail or 

considering what remains at the missional hubs of Santiago and Córdoba, would give 

valuable insight into the sources for Chilote sculpture. That is not possible within the 

scope of this project, but would be a fruitful path for further study. 

 After the workshops of the Jesuit missions, of which we can paint a picture based 

on the expulsion documents and our knowledge of other missions, written information 

regarding production of vernacular sculpture is almost nonexistent. We know that Chilote 

sculptors worked in a variety of native woods, both from the material evidence contained 

in the sculptures themselves and from the continuing tradition of woodworking in the 

                                                      

112 1767 Expulsion Inventory, transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 74: “67 Itt. Una 
estampa de Sn Franco de Vorja con su marco de madera.” (my translation). 
113 1767 Expulsion Inventory, transcribed in Vázquez de Acuña, Costumbres Religiosas, 75: “169 Itt. Dos 
liensos, tres rollos, de estampas de papel de ulmo y colores.” (my translation). 
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Archipelago. Alerce, or larch (Fitzroya Patigonica) was predominant, but sculptors also 

used cypress (Libocedris Chilensis) and ciruelillo, or Chilean Fire Tree (Embrothrium 

Coccineum).114 In such a densely forested area, wood was the logical choice for statue 

production, but in some cases a particular type of stone, cancahua, was ground and 

mixed into a paste for the modelling of facial features.115 The only named sculptor that I 

have been able to find in the literature on Chilote sculpture, Antonio Toro, was active in 

the mid-19th century on the Isla Quinchao and preferred avellano, or hazel wood in 

carving his wooden poderosos, a name given to smaller devotional sculptures.116 No 

other artist names or dates of completion for individual works are provided in the 

surrounding literature.  

 It becomes clear that local artistic production is not something that has been well 

documented in Chiloé, but this is the case in many areas. Bozidar Darko Sustersic, 

working on sculpture by Guaraní artists at Jesuit missions in Argentina and Paraguay has 

used detailed visual analysis to create family trees of sculptures called cabezas de serie. 

Beginning with a sculpture (or in some cases painting or print) brought by Jesuits to the 

missions or produced there by trained Jesuit artists, he traces stylistic characteristics 

through works produced by Guaraní artists.117 During this process, some of the defining 

characteristics of the work of art are maintained, allowing him to identify its predecessor, 

but they are also in many ways altered as the Guaraní sculptor highlights or removes 

various aspects. Without further documentary evidence or a detailed on-site analysis of 

                                                      

114 Plath, Artes Tradicionale de Chiloé, 22. 
115 Plath, Arte Tradicionale de Chiloe, 22. 
116 Vazquez de Acuna, Santería de Chiloé, 16. 
117 Sustersic, Imágenes Guaraní-Jesuíticas. 
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individual sculptures it is impossible to know for sure which vernacular sculptures were 

produced at these mission workshops during the time of the Jesuits, Franciscans and 

after. However I propose to borrow from Bozidar Darko Sustersic’s methodology in 

building cabezas de serie, demonstrating how the sculptures brought to the islands by 

religious orders in the 17th and 18th centuries impacted vernacular production. During my 

fieldwork I was unable to view closely and photograph many of the sculptures I would 

have liked to, and without detailed visual analysis it is difficult to establish patterns and 

stylistic similarities. For this reason, I will focus in particular on three sculptures that I 

have examined and already discussed in detail and the ‘families’ that I believe to have 

been generated based on their stylistic influence, focusing in particular on the St. Michael 

at Castro. 

 6.1 The St. Michael at Castro, a cabeza de serie 

 The Castro Saint Michael, a sculpture that I argue was brought to Chiloe by the 

Jesuits in the 18th century, clearly made an impression on the local population. Only a 

few miles to the south of Castro city centre, down a road that hugs the undulating 

coastline, is the village of Nercon (see map, fig. 6.2). It is home to arguably one of the 

most prestigious vernacular sculptures in the Archipelago, the Nercon Saint Michael (fig. 

6.3). Recently repainted in colours reminiscent of the Castro Saint Michael and lovingly 

referred to as ‘Miguelito’ (or ‘Little Michael’) by the parishioners who care for him, the 

statue is celebrated in one of the largest yearly Saint Day processions of the 

Archipelago.118 

                                                      

118 Personal communication with Renato Cárdenas, Castro, January 18, 2015.  
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 The statue’s similarity to the Castro Saint Michael is striking.119 His peach 

coloured skirts and dark green tunic reverse the Castro version’s colour scheme, but 

maintain the overall balance of complimentary tones. Paint colour is not a sturdy basis on 

which to build a case for similitude, as both statues could have been repainted multiple 

times and indeed most likely have been. Such painting is not always conducted in the 

original colour scheme, and is often quite garish. We are fortunate that the Nercon Saint 

Michael was repainted in colours so harmonious. If anything, the contemporary paint 

colour – similar to that of Castro but reversed – might indicate to us that those in the 

community of Nercon wish to establish a link between the Castro statue and their own 

while also establishing him as his own character, and not simply a copy or ‘alternative 

version’. 

 A mere copy the Nercon statue certainly is not. He does stand with the right arm 

raised and left arm held straight out, fingers clasping the scales. He wears a Roman 

helmet, a tunic that falls just below the waist in rippling folds and a skirt that parts above 

the left knee to flare outward, clasped with a rosette. The Nercon artist has taken the 

dancing, curving lightness of Castro’s Saint Michael and rotated each body part into line 

so that the statue stands static and strong, gazing impassively outwards (fig. 6.4). The 

ruffles of drapery ringing Saint Michael’s waist do not create the illusion of movement 

and dynamism, as in the Castro example. However, the detail in which they have been 

carved, and in particular the fineness of the hemline and its omega-sign shaped folds 

indicate that the artist’s deviation from Castro’s baroque dynamism is not the result of 

                                                      

119 This similarity has also been noted by Vazquez de Acuña in Santería de Chiloé, 46, and Guzmán 
Schiappacasse and Moreno Jería in “Esculturas Peregrinas y Imaginería Vernácula en el Archipiélago de 
Chiloé en Tiempos Coloniales,” 31. 
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poor workmanship but instead of a conscious decision to control the drapery, to make it a 

uniform pattern that grounds the figure. If the Castro Saint Michael’s tunic and skirts 

engulf and overpower him, creating a monumental figure, as I have argued above, the 

Nercon statue’s drapery does the same. However, in keeping with the static frontality 

established in the figure’s posture, the drapery does so in a uniform and controlled 

fashion. 

 One curious difference between the Nercon and Castro Saint Michaels lies in the 

beastly figures that writhe beneath their feet (fig. 6.5). The parishioners of Nercon do not 

have a clear narrative regarding when the statue of St. Michael was installed in their 

church, but on one point the oral history as recorded in the Agenda Chiloé of 1994 is 

quite adamant: the statue did not originally feature the devil, which was made later on by 

one José Llanca.120 As is often the case with oral history, we do not have a date, location, 

or any other details. The name is all that remains. And yet the initial lack of a devil 

beneath the Nercon St. Michael’s feet raises some interesting questions. If it was inspired 

by the Castro St. Michael, even what we consider today a ‘copy’ of it, might the Castro 

St. Michael at one point also been ‘sin diablo’, or ‘without a devil’?  

  As I have mentioned above, I do not believe the devil attached to the Castro 

statue to be original; perhaps in transit the original was lost or destroyed, and the figure 

presently beneath the archangel’s feet was constructed in replacement. The Nercon devil 

in fact looks much more like the devil we might imagine to have been originally beneath 

the Castro St. Michael’s feet. It is rendered in similar detail and with the same level of 

                                                      

120 Renato Cárdenas Alvarez, Agenda Chiloe: Relatos de la Tierra Encantada, Efemérides,  Toponimia, 
Historia, Fiestas Religiosas, Santoral, Fass de la Luna (Castro: Recta Provincia, 1994), document lacks page 
numbers. 
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technical prowess as the main body of the work. However, the devil’s features follow the 

model that by this time had become standard in depictions of him – human features with 

hooded eyes, a gaping mouth, and a short beard and moustache. In fact, this depiction is 

much more similar to those typical of Paraguay than that of the Castro example. A St. 

Michael by a Guaraní artist based on a work by José Brasanelli in Ciudad de Corrientes, 

Argentina, features a similar devil with human features, horns and snarling grimace (fig. 

6.6). Devils from the Paraguay missions tend to be either serpentine dragons or figures 

with human bodies from the torso upwards (though they may have either a snake tail or 

human legs below) rather than the strange hybrid creature in Castro. Regardless of 

whether or not the Devil is original to the Castro sculpture, however, I do not believe this 

potential difference is large enough to negate the clear connection between the Castro and 

Nercon Saint Michaels. 

 Nercon is quite close to Castro, only a few miles south. As we move further south, 

and out into the smaller islands of the archipelago, the characteristic features of the 

Castro Saint Michael that we saw reinterpreted in Nercon begin to look more and more 

like what we would consider Chilote vernacular sculpture. In the village of Ichauc, on 

Lemuy Island, an even more frontal, sturdy and drapery engulfed Saint Michael stands in 

a lateral niche (fig. 6.7). The rippling drapery from the Castro Saint Michael that in the 

Nercon example became uniform and static has transformed into a series of almost 

geometric volumes. The underskirt has been dispensed with and the overskirt expanded 

into an almost bell-shaped garment with light vertical lines carved to imply pleated cloth. 

The ornate, shin height sandals we saw in Castro and Nercon are simplified into a lightly 

textured blue wrapping on each leg, a stripe of contrasting red at the top to indicate the 
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ribbon tie. The consistent discolouration on each leg may be the faded remnant of textural 

painting, perhaps of laces or other ornament, but the surface itself is almost entirely 

smooth. The left hand is upheld but empty, and the sleeves fall back to the elbows but are 

not folded, pleated, or bunched; they ring the arm with a perfect circle of smoothly 

carved wood. The wings, on the Castro sculpture no longer extant and in Nercon quite 

light and subdued, are here more substantial, carved with swooping lines to denote 

feathers. Saint Michael’s helmet is reduced to a more modest headpiece with a low crown 

of feathers rather than an upstanding plume, as in the Castro and Nercon examples. The 

face possesses the most direct hints to its predecessors, however. The soft line in the flesh 

beneath the chin is there, the rosebud lips, impassive gaze, and hair that swoops back 

from behind the ears, its texture delineated with deeply carved grooves. These visual 

clues indicate that the Ichuac St. Michael draws upon the legacy of one, if not both of the 

St. Michaels I have already discussed. That Ichuac would feel strongly the influence of 

Castro and Nercon is entirely logical. Ichuac was at one time the first stop on the circular 

mission, as is indicated in a map of the 1757-1758 itinerary of the Jesuit Father Melchior 

Strasser (fig. 2.2).121 Though now it seems far from Nercon, a trip requiring transfers 

from bus to ferry and back again, it is quite close by water, which would have  until the 

20th century been the primary source of transportation. 

 Further out into the Archipelago’s scattered, smaller islands, there are two other 

Saint Michaels exhibiting this style of dress and posture extant in the churches of 

Curahue and El Transito (see map, fig. 6.2). These two are almost identical, and though 

they wear bell shaped skirts similar to the Ichuac sculpture, theirs are two tiered and more 

                                                      

121 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 301. 
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deeply incised with pleat lines (fig. 6.8, fig. 6.9). The two tiered skirts are particularly 

interesting, as they suggest that this motif was associated with the sculptures at Castro 

and Nercon, and its replication was a visual clue tying the two works to their ‘parent’. 

Beneath the skirts they wear short pants, perhaps in a nod to local costume, as in the 

statue of St. Raphael Archangel at the Church of San Rafael in Cabulco, who wears 

fishing boots (fig. 6.10). They do not wear helmets or sandals, and their torsos lack 

ornamentation of any kind. 

 The statues of Saint Michael found further north, in the villages of Voigue, San 

Juan, and Quicavi are uniformly different from their bell-skirted counterparts (see map, 

fig. 6.2). In fact, the lack of preoccupation with St. Michael’s voluminous, two tiered 

tunic evident in these examples makes me hesitant to group them with the works that I 

believe to be descended from the Castro St. Michael. Accordingly, I consider these two 

groups side by side rather than in direct relation to each other. The statues in the churches 

of Voigue, San Juan, and Quicaví all stand in the same posture, their right hand raised 

and left hand held out, bent at a right angle, to hold the scales of justice (figs. 6.11, 6.12, 

6.13). In this they differ from the previous examples, who all take after the Castro St. 

Michael in their fully extended left arm. Their tunics are lacking in volume, gathered at 

the waist and falling in a series of tight, vertical pleats. The San Juan example’s tunic is 

painted deep red and gold, double skirted and belted, but the Voigue and Quicaví 

examples possess much more schematic costumes, indicating that at least these two, if 

not all three, were likely originally created to be dressed in liturgical vestments. 
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 6.2 The Virgin of Loreto at Achao and the Jesus Nazareno of Caguach, cabezas de 

serie 

 I have chosen to focus on the cabeza de serie of the St. Michael at Castro, but 

similar patterns of influence radiate outwards if we turn our focus briefly to the Virgin of 

Loreto at Achao (fig. 3.3) and the Jesús Nazareno at Caguach (fig. 4.1). 

 I believe that the Virgin of Loreto at Achao became a model for other sculptures 

not only because she was such a high status, spiritually powerful work of art, but because 

her characteristics aligned with what the surrounding communities found desirable in a 

work of art. We have seen how St. Michael’s solidity and mass were heightened in 

vernacular works that rendered his swirling drapery instead as static, geometric forms. 

The Virgin of Loreto is already a static and imposing mass – her robes fall from her 

shoulders to the ground in vertical lines, almost completely masking her body. 

Vernacular interpretations of St. Michael took his sweet, abstracted gaze and turned it to 

stare impassively outwards, but the Virgin of Loreto’s face is already set in such an 

expression. Her eyes are large and deeply lidded, and they stare straight out at the viewer. 

This was not the most common depiction of the Virgin in South America during the 

colonial era or afterwards. For example, there are other sculptures extant in the 

Archipelago that may have been brought from elsewhere during the 17th and 18th 

centuries, as they exhibit characteristics of the Quiteño school and have glass eyes, which 

are unlikely to have been an aspect of studio practice in the archipelago and are not 

mentioned in the suppression documents when listing workshop supplies and artistic 

tools. The Virgin of Carelmapu, discussed in Chapter 3, is an example of such work (figs. 

3.1, 3.2). So too is the statue of Our Lady of the Transit at El Tránsito, who gazes 

upwards with a tilted head, her eyes not particularly large and her facial features balanced 
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and delicate (fig. 6.14). The beautiful María Guía at San Rafael casts her eyes demurely 

downward, standing in the perfectly balanced, almost dancing posture characteristic of 

Quiteño sculpture (fig. 6.15). These, however beautiful and treasured by their respective 

congregations, were not the works whose features we can see replicated in many other 

sculptures, though the Nuestra Señora del Tránsito seems to have inspired some 

vernacular works in the vicinity, a possibility that would make intriguing further study 

(fig. 6.16). This lack of widespread replication is arguably because grace and lightness 

were not the most desirable qualities to the mind of the Chilote sculptor, certainly not as 

important as solidity and mass, and the Virgin of Loreto’s magnetic gaze. 

 Most vernacular Chilote virgins are candeleros, which means that their skeletal 

lower bodies are more like scaffolding and must be concealed with vestments. 

Accordingly, a comparison of bodies is not very useful. It is the Virgin of Loreto’s face, 

however, that we see echoed in vernacular works. In a Virgin enthroned at Vilupulli, on 

Chiloé Island near Nercon, we see her high, long brows over wide eyes that stare directly 

out at the viewer (fig. 6.17). The nose is slightly larger, but the lips are small and the 

cheeks and chin are fleshy, with indentations at the creases of the lips and around the 

chin. On the Virgin of Loreto, these creases are deeply incised and visible, especially in 

shadow (fig. 6.18), whereas on the Vilupulli Virgin, they are less deeply carved and 

instead implied by the application of rouge-like red paint on the cheeks and chin. This 

distinctive face is also in Quinchao, where a Virgin of the Purification, believed by the 

congregation to date from the 18th century, is venerated (fig. 6.19). The face is so pale it 

appears to be almost white, and wide blue eyes stare directly outwards, framed by long, 

arcing brows. She has small red rosebud lips, and a gently rounded chin above a soft 
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neck, ringed with the same gentle folds of flesh that give works such as the Virgin of 

Loreto at Achao and the St. Michael at Castro a sense of childlike softness. These 

features, seen in the Virgins at Vilupulli and Quinchao, are the most distinctive of the 

escuela hispano-chilote.  

 Another branch on the Chilote ‘family tree’ of sculptures derives from the Jesús 

Nazareno at Caguach. Scattered throughout the Archipelago are a number of works that 

bear direct resemblance to this famous and miraculous image, which I believe to have 

been brought to Chiloé in the late 18th century. Versions of the Jesus Nazareno at other 

churches share the downcast face, hooded eyes, and long straight nose of their ‘parent’ 

sculpture. The Nazareno at Nercon, for example, is almost identical to Caguach, and 

wears the same three pronged metal halo as well as very similar vestments (fig. 6.20). 

The patterning of blood on his face and hands as well as the light carving indicating the 

patterns of hair on his beard are also direct links to Caguach. The Nazareno at Tenaun is 

dwarfed by his sumptuous purple robes and his face is obscured by the hair affixed to his 

head, but we can see glimpses of the same gaunt face and deeply set eyes that gaze 

serenely downward (fig. 6.21). Sculptures in the more rural villages of San Juan (fig. 

6.22) and Aldachildo (fig. 6.23) conform more to the round faced, frontal and staring 

style that is typical of the escuela hispano-chilote. Despite this change in appearance, 

these works were still almost certainly created with the Caguach Nazareno in mind. 

Though the story that I recounted above of how the Jesús Nazareno of Caguach arrived in 

the islands may not necessarily be true, its central role in local lore demonstrates the 

longevity of the sculpture’s place in Chilote tradition. Accessible by water, Cagauch was 

well known as a major pilgrimage site, evident in the fact that the church was 
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significantly expanded in the 1890’s and after a fire in 1919 was built again even 

larger.122 The Aldachildo and San Juan sculptures, likely produced along with the 

majority of works of the escuela hispano-chilote in the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries 

would have been created with the Caguach Nazareno very much in mind. 

 It is quite telling that as works based on the original Jesús Nazareno at Caguach 

become less like the original, they also become more direct in gaze. Chonchi and Nercon 

have sculptures very like the Caguach Nazareno, but smaller and more remote churches 

such as Aldachildo and San Juan, possess works that gaze out at the viewer, directly 

engaging eye contact, unlike the original work which stares down at the ground (fig. 

6.24). It is worth noting, however, that during procession, the Jesus Nazareno at Caguach 

is in fact looking right at the devotees closest to his feet; perhaps this is one of the reasons 

that those who clamber close to touch and kiss his robes remain there, to satisfy the desire 

to not only look upon him, but to be looked at by him. This scene of devotion leads us to 

the inevitable question regarding such works that are so clearly ‘descended’ from a 

single, original sculpture. Are they valued as much as the original? Do they function in 

the same way? It would appear so. A Jesus Nazareno at the church in Chonchi, one of the 

Archipelago’s larger towns, may have been made in the last decade, as it does not appear 

in Vazquez de Acuña’s catalogue (fig. 6.25). His gaunt face, long straight brows, slit-like 

eyes and open mouth mirror the Cagauch Nazareno exactly, and he wears what could be 

mistaken for the same vestments. Positioned in a side altar, but elevated and pushed 

further forward into the church’s side aisle, the Chonchi Nazareno is venerated with 

                                                      

122 Renato Cárdenas Alvarez and Carlos A. Trujillo, Caguach, Isla de Devoción: Religiosidad Popular de 
Chiloé (Ediciones Literatura Americana Reunida, 1986), 27, 28. 
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offerings of prayers and rosary beads, and devotees write requests and praise on pieces of 

paper which are then folded up and tucked between his fingers. The other works of 

sculpture in the church do not display such outward expressions of devotion; there is 

something special about this sculpture in particular. This ‘copy’ and the others scattered 

throughout the Archipelago seem to have inherited the power of their original. 
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Fig. 6.1 Engraving by 
Cornelis Galle I and carving 
by unidentified Guaraní 
artist, Church of the Society 
of Jesus, Córdoba, 
Argentina. 
Image: Project for Engraved 
Sources of Spanish 
American Art  
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San 
Juan 

Curahue 

Ichuac 

El Transito 

Fig. 6.2 Map of the area surrounding Castro, Chiloé, with locations of St. 
Michael statues indicated. 
Image: Google Maps 
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Fig. 6.3 St. Michael, the Church of Nercon. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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Fig. 6.4 St. Michael, the Church of Nercon (detail). 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Fig. 6.5 St. Michael, 
the Church of 
Nercon (detail of 
devil).  
Image: Molly-Claire 
Gillett 

Fig. 6.6 St. Michael Archangel, Iglesia de la 
Merced, Ciudad de Corrientes, Argentina. 
Image: Bozidar Darko Sustersic 
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Fig. 6.7 St. Michael, the Church of Ichuac. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  

Fig. 6.8 St. Michael, the Church of 
Curahue. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro  
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Fig. 6.9 St. Michael, the Church 
of El Transito. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: 
ensayo y catastro  

Fig. 6.10 St. Raphael, the Church of San 
Rafael. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro 
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Fig. 6.11 St. Michael, the Church of 
Voigue. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro  

Fig. 6.12 St. Michael, the Church of 
Quicaví. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro  
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Fig. 6.13 St. Michael, the Church of San 
Juan. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  

Fig. 6.14 Our Lady of the Transit, the 
church of el Transito. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro 
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Fig. 6.16 Virgin of the Transit, 
the Church of Tenaún. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  

Fig. 6.15 María Guía, the Church of 
San Rafael. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo 
y catastro  



 

106 

 

 

  

Fig. 6.17 Virgin, the Church 
of Vilupulli. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 

Fig. 6.18 Virgin of Loreto 
at Achao (detail). 
Image: Film still from La 
Misión Jesuítica de 
Nahuel Huapi, directed by 
Sergio Raczko. 
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Fig. 6.19 Virgin of the Purification, the Church of Quinchao. 
Image: Museo Cultural de la Moneda, Santiago, Chile. 
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Fig. 6.20 Jesús Nazareno, the 
Church of Nercon. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 

Fig. 6.21 Jesús Nazareno, the 
Church of Tenaún. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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Fig. 6.22 Jesús Nazareno, the Church of 
San Juan. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 

Fig. 6.23 Jesús Nazareno, the 
Church of Aldachildo. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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Fig. 6.24 Devotees at the Festival of the Nazareno of 
Caguach. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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Fig. 6.25 Jesús Nazareno, the Church of Chonchi. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 
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Chapter 7 

The Vernacular: Copy or Interpretation? 

In the preceding consideration of local Chilote interpretations of the St. Michael at 

Castro, Virgin of Loreto at Achao, and Jesús Nazareno at Caguach, I have been careful to 

avoid the term ‘copy’ wherever possible, loaded as it is with connotations of derivative, 

unskilled and unimaginative work. The word is often used in a derogatory sense, 

especially in a Western narrative where photocopies are a dime a dozen and the art world 

privileges the new. However, at the end of the last chapter, the inevitable question arose: 

what is the difference between a copy and an interpretation, and how does its status as 

one or the other affect a sculpture’s value? Accordingly, rather than continuing to avoid 

this term, I would like to take a moment to revisit the notion of copying itself. In The 

Mestizo Mind: the Intellectual Dynamics of Colonization and Globalization, Serge 

Gruzinski argues that contemporary viewers must rethink their notions of ‘copying’ in 

order to understand the ways in which artworks were replicated in the early modern 

period: “the concept of copy was shown to be very elastic, ranging from exact replica to 

fair copy to inventive interpretation”.123 Now we think of copying in terms of 

photocopiers and cameras – exact depictions of an object or image, endlessly 

reproducible. However, before the advent of such technologies reproduction could be 

interpreted very loosely. Gruzinski points out that a ‘copy’ of an artwork was more 

concerned with reproducing the essence of the original image: “essential elements were 

                                                      

123 Gruzinski, The Mestizo Mind, 61. 
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always drawn from a repertoire familiar to the majority of beholders”.124 Accordingly, a 

painting or print of the 16th century Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe would be a good and 

recognizable copy if it adhered to a few rules concerning the depiction of this image: her 

hands pressed together in prayer and head downturned, her pink robe and blue star-

spangled mantle, crescent moon beneath her feet and sunburst behind her.  

 In the monumental Likeness and Presence: a History of the Image before the Era 

of Art, Hans Belting considers the role of the copy in Medieval and Renaissance art 

production.125 He points out that copies were integral to the “propaganda campaign” 

surrounding cult images; they gained status though their relation to original, while at the 

same time bringing more prestige to the original through their own dissemination.126 As 

such, the copy participated in a reciprocal relationship with the original. However, this 

relationship did not demand mimesis. Belting argues that during this time, “[the copy’s] 

relation to the original is best summed up by the term ‘interpretation’”.127 

 Such interpretations might also be endowed with the power of their original, if it 

happens to be a miraculous image. The transmission of power often had little to do with 

mere visual likeness, however. Carolyn Walker Bynum, writing on Early Modern 

Christianity and materiality, describes a number of ways in which copies, souvenirs, or 

images of miraculous images and places carry traces of the miraculous.128 A copy which 

resembles its original physically conveys power but so might an object that contains or 

                                                      

124 Gruzinski, The Mestizo Mind, 60. 
125 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: a History of the Image Before the Era of Art, translated by Edmund 
Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 
126 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 438. 
127 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 440. 
128 Carolyn Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, (New York: Zone Books, 2011). 
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has touched miraculous matter, is made of the same material, or bears the exact 

measurements of the original.129 Walker Bynum also uses the Virgin of Guadalupe, an 

image famous for its miraculous powers, as an illustration for this concept, thereby 

showing that these ideas about the copy’s miraculous efficacy were not confined to 

Europe but were very much a part of life in the New World. Of course, not all works of 

art were considered miraculous images, and copies or mementos did not necessarily carry 

with them traces of the supernatural. However, the fact that, as Walker Bynum writes, 

“the souvenir image both depicts and is the miracle whose power it conveys”, shows us 

that the copy was not devalued because of its commonality or simply because it was not 

the original.130 It held what we might call the essence, or the personality of the original, 

whether miraculous or not.  

 In the Colonial Latin American context in particular, Serge Gruzinski points out 

that copies, and the ability to create them, were valued for another reason that was not 

relevant in Europe. This was the case particularly among indigenous artists, whose ability 

to copy European models indicated to their colonizers that they were becoming ‘more 

European’. Gruzinski examines the records and letters of religious officials in early 

colonial New Spain to show that they were amazed by the indigenous ability to reproduce 

European iconography, particularly animals and people, and encouraged such artistic 

skills as a sign of ‘progress’ in indigenous technology and intellect.131 In fact, Mexican 

skill in the arts was directly predicated on the use of European models. Gruzinski quotes 

the Spanish clergyman Motolinía: “since the arrival of the Christians, great painters have 

                                                      

129 Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, 110.  
130 Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, 110. 
131 Gruzinski, The Mestizo Mind, 61. 
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emerged; since the arrival of Flemish and Italian models and images brought by the 

Spanish…there is not an altarpiece nor image, however remarkable, that they fail to copy 

and imitate”.132 Here we can see that indigenous ‘copies’ of European artworks were not 

considered derivative or unimaginative by the Europeans for whom the artworks were 

commissioned, but instead were encouraged as signs of skill and progress amongst the 

colonized peoples.  

 If we therefor consider these sculptures as having arisen in a colonial setting, what 

might they tell us about their makers, their cultural context? Gauvin Alexander Bailey has 

pointed out that in their serenity and pathos the crucifixes at Achao (fig. 7.1) and 

Dalcahue (fig. 7.2) resemble those carved by artists at the Jesuit mission to the Guaraní, 

in strong contrast to the expressive agony so often seen in Iberian and Spanish Latin 

American works.133 In his work on sculpture of the Guaraní, he connects this 

characteristic to an indigenous religion of triumphalism, which translated into an 

understanding of Catholicism focused on Christ’s forbearance rather than pain, and his 

messianic function over his suffering.134 A 17th century Man of Sorrows from the Santa 

María Museum in Paraguay he describes as having “an aloofness which suggests that the 

figure has advanced beyond human pain to a higher order of existence” (fig. 7.3).135 This 

serenity and ‘aloofness’ could be a reflection of the Huilliche culture, in a similar way to 

how it reflects that of the Guaraní in Paraguay. The Huilliche, like the Guaraní, believed 

in an after world of abundance, where those who had died would still live lives as they 

                                                      

132 Gruzinski, The Mestizo Mind, 61. 
133 Bailey, “Cultural Convergence”, 228. 
134 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 167. 
135 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 167. 
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had on earth, but with greater ease, peace, and reward.136 Bailey is careful, however, not 

to characterize specific stylistic features as ‘indigenous’ and ‘non-indigenous’, or to 

ascribe each artist’s style to their ethnic background.137  

 This caution is wise, and it is particularly relevant to the Chilote context. For 

example, in Chiloé the intensity of devotion to religious statuary means some statues are 

treated as if they possess sentience and distinct personalities. This might seem to be 

derived from the Huilliche religion, in which all things are endowed with a spirit or 

caregiver, a nguen.138 However, we have just seen how religious statuary, sites and relics 

in early modern Europe were treated with similar devotion. Schematic, or ‘archaic’ facial 

features are also unreliable indicators of a non-European cultural ‘other’. Though 

European artists were for centuries interested in depicting the human body as it appeared 

before them, Han Belting argues that “the aesthetic of the holy image, if we can speak of 

one, lies rather in archaism and the quotation of a historical type”.139 European artists, 

too, were interested in the how reinterpreting ‘archaic’ styles could give their own work 

power and link it to the spiritual legacy of historic cult images. As such, it becomes clear 

that many aspects of Chilote sculpture’s form and function could be just as easily 

attributed to early modern Christianity in general as to the Huilliche culture. 

 As I have mentioned above, 17th century Chiloé was not a haven for a ‘pure’ and 

‘unadulterated’ indigenous culture. When the Jesuits arrived in 1608, Spanish settlers and 

the Huilliche and Chonos peoples had been living side by side for more than half a 

                                                      

136 Louis C. Faron, The Hawks of the Sun (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1964), 57. 
137 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions, 165. 
138 Cardenas and Contreras, Patrimonios Religiosos, 9. 
139 Belting, Likeness and Presence, 436. 
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century, and a mestizo, or ‘mixed’ culture had formed in larger settlements, such as 

Castro. Though more distant islands remained relatively isolated until the formation of 

the circular mission, many were connected by local trade networks; even the Chonos of 

the far south, feared and avoided by the Spanish settlers, had come from Tierra del Fuego 

and maintained ties there. During the colonial period they would capture slaves from 

islands further south and bring them north to sell to the Spanish.140 Throughout the 17th 

and 18th centuries these different groups might still function separately – in 1712 a group 

of Huilliche workers mobilized to overthrow their encomendero, for example – but they 

were not living in isolation from each other.141 And by the 19th and 20th centuries, 

indigenous culture was seen as a characteristic that ran beneath the surface of all the 

island people, rather than a defining feature that set one apart from another. If we 

remember Franscisco Cavada’s comments regarding religion in the Archipelago, he did 

not deride it for being too huilliche but instead for being too Chilote.142 In the present 

day, identity in the islands has more to do with how long one has lived there. The Italian 

couple that moved to Lemuy Island 15 years ago are still known across the island as los 

italianos, but no mention is made of which long term residents are more Spanish or more 

Huilliche. 

 Recent scholarship on colonial culture has brought even more attention to the 

problematic nature of attempting to distinguish between what is ‘native’ and what is not. 

Joanne Rappaport, in her work on the New Kingdom of Grenada (present day Colombia), 

even questions the notion of assigning a person, object or situation the label mestizo. She 

                                                      

140 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 100. 
141 Moreno Jería, Misiones, 134. 
142 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75. 
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argues that “the central question before us is not ‘Who is a mestizo?’ or ‘What is a 

mestizo?’ but ‘When and how is someone a mestizo?’”.143 Here the focus transitions from 

identifying pure forms of culture and pointing out where they do or do not mix to instead 

affirming the diverse functions and identities of people, things and places. Accordingly, 

my investigation into the characteristics of Chilote vernacular sculpture will focus not on 

identifying certain features as “indigenous” and others as “European”, but instead on how 

these works of art served and continue to serve the communities in which they are 

housed, communities formed by influences as numerous as they are diverse.  

 As such, we need a slightly more nuanced lens through which to view Chilote 

sculpture as it develops through time. I believe that it is fruitful to examine the artistic 

tradition of a particular region with a wide chronological perspective, breaking the 

traditional scholarly barrier between the colonial and post-colonial eras and considering it 

as a continuous tradition. However, this does mean that we need to be ready to view the 

artwork within different frameworks and with different expectations according to its 

changing context. In the early days of Chilote sculptural production, at the workshops on 

the Jesuit missions that I have described above, the missionaries would have encouraged 

the copying of European models for educational reasons, to become better artists and 

better ‘European-style’ Christians. Aspects of Huilliche religion and culture would have 

influenced perception and production of art, just as the Guaraní religion and culture 

influenced art making at the Jesuit missions to the Guaraní in Paraguay.144 However as 

time went on, the mestizo culture, with indigenous and Spanish people living together and 

                                                      

143 Joanne Rappaport, The Disappearing Mestizo: Configuring Difference in the Colonial Kingdom  of New 
Granada (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2014), 4. 
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mixing in business and marriage, sometimes moving between cultural identities, became 

Chilote culture. Though the works brought to the archipelago that I have examined above 

arrived in the 17th and 18th centuries, most extant Chilote sculpture was produced in the 

19th and 20th centuries, and artists continue to work in the tradition today. As such, the 

works in question ask to be viewed in a different light.  

 It is here that I propose we shift from viewing Chilote sculpture in a colonial 

context – as a product of indigenous and European collision – to viewing it in a 

‘vernacular’, ‘folk’, or ‘traditional’ context. Writing in 1989, Henry Glassie gave a 

number of definitions for the term ‘folk art’: “the most important expressive form of a 

group bound by a sense of identity”, and  “objects that vary at the pleasure of their 

creators while holding steady over time to preserve and express a culture’s deepest 

ideas”, among others.145 This is not art produced in the context of two intersecting 

cultures, or even in an environment where mestizo identity is forever shifting, changeable 

and questionable. Instead, it is produced by a geographically contained group of people 

with a strong sense of communal identity. The sculptures become a part of that identity, a 

defining force that links Chilote people to history of deep spirituality, craftsmanship, and 

communal gathering. Religious sculpture serves a purpose in a community, and its 

aesthetics often change to suit that purpose. We have seen this throughout the chronology 

of Chilote sculpture; consider awe-inducing baroque grandeur of the Castro St. Michael, 

or the plaster sculptures whose curving slender neo-gothic forms, consistent across 

continents, were meant to ensure uniform religious practice throughout the Catholic 

world. 
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 Writing in 1994, Vazquez de Acuña noted that the vernacular sculptures in larger 

churches tended to be treated more like museum objects, which he linked to the 

continuing uncertainty about the treatment of material objects in the Catholic Church.146 

This is still the case today; sculptures in intricate clothing and surrounded by offerings 

are less likely to be found in the churches of larger towns like Chonchi, Achao and 

Castro. Those in these large churches are sometimes even labelled with didactic panels 

that explain the subject matter and significance of the work, all in a very educational 

fashion. This suggests that these towns – because of size, status as transportation hubs or 

locations of religious colleges – were under more pressure to begin treating religious 

sculpture in the way that Francisco Cavada would have seen as fitting. Prompted by the 

growing discomfort with the materiality of devotional images in the Catholic Church, 

Cavada suggested that Chilote sculptures would be better off in museums.147 However in 

rural churches, sculptures are to this day lovingly dressed in a wardrobe of clothing made 

or provided by members of the community. This might happen in a domestic setting, 

where villagers sometimes keep small devotional statues, called poderosos in domestic 

altars. Oreste Plath describes the veneration of these small household statues as it 

persisted through the 20th century in Arte Tradicionale de Chiloe: “some islanders own 

such images, in the tradition of their ancestors, and would keep them under glass, 

sometimes surrounded by an arch of coloured paper”148 However, collectively owned 

statues – those housed within local churches – are also dressed with care by members of 

                                                      

146 Vazquez de Acuña, Santería de Chiloé, 17. 
147 Cavada, Chiloe y los Chilotes, 75. 
148 Plath, Arte Tradicionale, 23: “Algunos isleños poseen estas imágenes, como herencia de sus 
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translation). 
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the community who fulfill the role of patron or patrona for each statue. This is a position 

that commands great respect. Even writing in 1791, the Franciscan Gonzalez de Agueros 

notes the honour bestowed upon one who performed such a duty: “this is seen among 

these poor people with great respect, and with it comes manifest evidence of one’s 

devotion and Christian zeal”.149 The fact that caring well for the statues functions as a 

sign of religious devotion is one of the reasons that the practice of dressing them remains 

important today. Vestments could be representative of the patrona’s craftsmanship, as in 

the intricately knitted cloak and dress that a Virgin in the church of Tenaún wears (fig. 

7.4). Knitting and weaving are two of the most important handicrafts of the Archipelago; 

almost every woman knits and many sell their wares to tourists at markets and in local 

shops. Liturgical vestments are a logical and loving way to show off such skill and 

demonstrate the devotion involved in producing an intricate garment for a particular 

statue. Of course, vestments could also be purchased, and in such a way function as 

symbols of a community’s wealth and generosity. At the church of Detif, a statue of the 

Virgin wears a child’s dress, and in a place of prominence a sticker from a dress shop 

advertises the generosity of the donation, whether temporary or permanent (fig. 7.5). As 

such, Chilote sculpture’s invitation to be dressed (which becomes a need in the case of 

candelero sculptures, which must have their scaffolding-like lower body disguised) 

fulfills an important function in the community. It allows the patronas and patrons to 

care for the statues, thereby cementing their roles as pillars of Catholic solidarity in their 

respective communities. It also allows for the display of craftsmanship and generosity, as 

                                                      

149 De Agueros, Descripcion Historial, 163: “Esto entre aquellas pobres gentes es de grande estimacion, y 
con esto dan una manifiesta prueba de su devocion, y christiano zelo” (my translation). 
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well as allowing physical interaction with the works of art – touching, undressing and 

clothing – which is itself a form of devotion. 

 One of the reasons that well cared for and sumptuously dressed statues are so 

important to Chilote communities is because they are displayed in celebratory 

processions outside of the church. This function, too, affects the form of such works of 

art. Sculptures continue to be processed into churches as components of religious 

festivals for saint or feast days. When the Jesuits conducted the circular mission, 

processions were crucial to their engagement with local populations. In the Noticia Breve 

of 1769-70, Johann Nepomuk Walter describes a procession from the piraguas, or boats, 

of the Jesuits towards the church of Ichuac: “when the piraguas arrive [in a village], the 

saints are disembarked and conducted to the church in a procession with the missionary 

fathers, where [the statues] are placed, each one in its appointed niche. They light the 

candles, which are not extinguished from this point until the departure. An elderly Indian 

is the patron of the Holy Christ, and he has the privilege of going in procession with a 

banner, and has two assistants to take care of the same high altar, and Saint Notburga has 

her patroness, who also looks after the same”.150 When the first group of Franciscans 

arrived in 1768, they too conducted processions: “upon arriving in each village, all the 

townsfolk came out to welcome the statues, and carried them in procession to the church, 

and there they put them in their respective places prepared for this purpose”.151  

 This expression of religious devotion is still very much alive and well in the 

                                                      

150 The 1769-70 Noticia Breve of Johann Nepomuk Walter, as quoted in Bailey, “Cultural Convergence”, 
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Archipelago. The celebration of the Jesús Nazareno of Caguach, held on August 30th and 

the third Sunday in January of each year, is one of the largest religious festivals in the 

Southern Cone. Held on the large, flat expanse in front of the church called the 

explanada, typical of all Chilote churches and designed to enable large crowds at attend 

processions, the festival culminates in a procession bearing the Jesús Nazareno and 

accompanied by songs written for the occasion. The importance of procession in Chilote 

religion can be seen as one of the major formulators of Chilote sculpture. In order to 

function well in such a setting, they must be portable, relatively light, and have features 

that remain clearly visible in the midst of jostling processional parades.  

 In these brief examples, we have seen how local tradition has formed the escuela 

hispano-chilote, making it a form of art that serves the communities from within which it 

derives. This is the vernacular. Henry Glassie writes that: “much folk art is provincial. It 

is not the docile acceptance of foreign models, nor their inept replication, but a rebellious 

recasting of novelties that makes them work in strange new ways and forces them to 

submit to the dominance of the local tradition”.152 Chilote sculptors have for generations 

done exactly that. Using as a model the sculptures that I have examined in earlier 

chapters, and which I believe to have come from as far afield as Peru or Paraguay, 

Chilote sculptors ‘recast’ their features to suit ‘the dominance of the local tradition’. With 

our vision thus corrected, we can better understand how vernacular Chilote sculpture is 

remarkable in both its similitude to its imported precedents and its difference from them. 

In its similitude we see incredible skill at reproducing an art form foreign to the islands 

but encouraged and taught by Jesuit missionaries, and in its difference we see an 

                                                      

152 Glassie, The Spirit of Folk Art, 107. 
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inventive interpretation of European models that has gained a new meaning relevant to its 

host culture.  
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Fig. 7.1 Christ on the Cross, the 
Church of Achao. 
Image: Santeria de Chiloe: ensayo y 
catastro 

Fig. 7.2 Christ on the Cross, the 
Church of Dalcahue. 
Image: Mariana Matthews 
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Fig. 7.3 Unidentified Guaraní artist, Man of Sorrows, 17
th

century, 
Santa María Museum, Paraguay.  
Image: Bozidar Darko Sustersic 
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Fig 7.4 Virgin, the Church of Tenaún. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett 

Fig. 7.5 Virgin, the Church of Detif. 
Image: Molly-Claire Gillett  
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Chapter 8 

Concluding Thoughts on ‘Chronological Anarchy’ and the ‘Folk’ 

I introduced this thesis with the idea that Chilote sculpture somehow exists outside of 

time, and however poetical the notion may seem it has come up time and time again in 

my examination of the works that I have highlighted in this document. We have, for 

example, the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception at Alfaro and the small group of 

sculptures in wood based directly on 19th century Saint Sulpice models, isolated amongst 

a massive group of works produced during that time in staunch allegiance to the 

traditional vernacular style. There is the church of Detif, written off in Vazquez de 

Acuña’s 1994 catalogue with a single curt comment: “it has no indigenous sculpture”.153 

And yet when I visited the church in January 2015 it was possessed of four beautiful 

wooden statues, lovingly attired in pink and white satin dresses for a feast day.  Were 

they all produced in the past ten years? They seemed almost indistinguishable from those 

in the nearby church of Aldachildo, all of which were listed in Vazquez de Acuña’s 

catalogue. It is with this confusion of time – or “chronological anarchy”, to again quote 

Elizabeth Wilder Weisman – that I will conclude this discussion.  

 In doing so, I will introduce one final statue: the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi, in 

Bariloche, Argentina (fig. 8.1). This may seem like a strange choice; the sculpture is 

housed far from the Archipelago and, completed in 2004, it is virtually contemporary. 

And yet the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi is an appropriate work with which to conclude 

because in her story we see a Chilote sculptor intimately familiar with work in the 
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vernacular copying with skill and precision a work from outside the islands that has been 

assimilated into the Chilote story for a very specific purpose. Milton Muñoz, a restorer of 

Chilote wooden sculpture, was commissioned in 2004 to make a replica of the Virgin of 

Loreto at Achao for the Bariloche Cathedral. The statue would replace the Virgin that 

both communities believe to have been brought from the Nahuelhuapi Mission (the site 

of which is near Bariloche) to Achao, a story that I related in Chapter 3. The sculptor 

seems to be working outside of time – the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi is difficult to 

distinguish from the Virgin of Loreto at Achao without a trained eye, and pictures of both 

are often confused in online tourist guides and commentaries.154 This does not seem to be 

an issue, however. When the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi was installed in the Cathedral at 

Bariloche, she was immediately venerated with tears, kisses, touches, and gifts. She 

didn’t need to earn a place in the hearts of local devotees – she already was the Virgin of 

Nahuelhuapi and she was coming home. This rhetoric persisted despite the fact that what 

we would think of as the ‘real’ sculpture remained in her niche in Achao. 

 Serge Gruzinski argues for the fluidity of dating works of art, writing that “they 

have whatever ‘reality’ and content that an age, a culture, a group consents to give 

them”.155 The reality given to the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi is multilayered. She is ‘The 

Virgin of Nahuelhuapi’, the original, the work that belongs in the Argentinian cathedral. 

She is the statue rescued from a nearby mission and steeped in the history of the place, 

symbolic of the unification of the Poya and Puelche people, who worshipped together 

                                                      

154 For example, a Google Images search for “Madonna of Loreto at Achao” returns equal amounts of 
images of both statues, and tourism reviews of the Church of Nahuelhuapi at miraargentina.com and 
interpatagonia.com mention the sculpture with no reference to its original in Achao or recent completion. 
155 Gruzinski, Images at War, 5. 
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with the Jesuits after years of discord (a period of harmony as brief as it was idyllic). She 

is at the same time a copy of the Virgin of Loreto at Achao, carved by a Chilote sculptor 

and brought across the sea and over the mountains in a symbolic procession of southern 

pride and unity between two Catholic nations.156 She is not either/or; she is both/and, and 

she drifts gracefully between these roles to fulfill the needs of her diverse communities. 

What the Virgin of Nahuelhuapi brings to light is that for all my attempts to fit Chilote 

sculpture into a chronological framework – with stylistic trends that develop over set 

periods of time, clearly delineated and legible – I am working with a living, breathing 

artistic tradition that has a mind of its own.  

 I wrote in the introduction to this thesis that the sculptures of the Chiloé 

archipelago have been vastly understudied because they have been overshadowed by the 

churches, recently designated UNESCO World Heritage Sites, within which they are 

housed. However, I think that this neglect has resulted less from a lack of notice and 

more from a conscious avoidance on the part of art historians. The sculpture of the Chiloé 

Archipelago is a difficult group to work with. If we start at the beginning, determining 

attributions and provenance for the sculptures that missionaries brought to the islands, we 

can compare them to the works extant in these distant urban centres. We can consider 

their relation to Virgins and Saints by professional artists in cities like Lima and Potosí, 

determining their likeness and relations. Then, of course, there are those that arose from 

the intersection and mixing of two cultures; those manufactured at other Jesuit missions, 

or created at the Jesuit workshops in their first century in the Archipelago. But as we 

travel forward through time, we are struck by the fact that Chilote sculpture doesn’t 

                                                      

156 Nicoletti, “‘Navegar Mar Adentro’,” 82-83.  
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change at the rate that we would expect it to. At times, it responds to outside influences; 

take the Virgin at Alfaro (fig. 5.4), for example, with her curving posture and doe eyes 

that are so clearly a reference to European plaster models. However, this momentary 

distraction is shrugged off and the majority of new sculptural work marches on in unison, 

loyal to the traditions of past generations. They are for the most part without signatures, 

and we struggle with this too. In the colonial era we expect works of art by indigenous 

artists not to have signatures – we point out with excitement the ones that do. But the 

majority of Chilote sculpture is not the artwork of a distant colonial past. In fact, we do 

not know for sure which works were produced in the colonial era, and we can be quite 

sure that most of them were produced afterwards. And yet they are still for the most part 

anonymous and cohesive with the tradition as a whole. 

 Though I have used traditional art historical visual analysis along with records 

from both the Jesuits and Franciscans to trace works brought from outside the 

Archipelago to regions and artists of origin, the question of how and why Chilote artists 

interpreted these models for their own purposes remains to be explored further. I have 

demonstrated how Bozidar Darko Sustersic’s cabeza de serie system might function in 

tracing stylistic features through generations of St. Michael Archangel sculptures 

produced in Chiloé, and I believe that to perform such an exercise in more depth on other 

imported works would prove fruitful in determining how Chilote sculpture developed as a 

local artistic tradition. However, my work thus far has proven that it is here where we 

must take caution. The folklorist and material culture scholar Henry Glassie writes of the 

traditional art historical perspective that “tempered rebellion is the dynamic of art history. 

To tell their tale, art historians require artifacts that display patterns of change so that they 
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can be arranged into narrative order”.157 Chilote sculpture is challenging because it does 

not display the patterns of change that we expect. It might even reverse them entirely, 

becoming, for example, progressively less naturalistic as we saw in the St. Michael 

cabeza de serie. This means that we have to rethink the narrative. Tracing the growth and 

development of a local artistic tradition in a specific geographical region over the period 

of almost 500 years forces us to re-evaluate consistently our perspective on the source 

material, and adjust our methodology appropriately. Before the arrival of the Spanish, the 

Hulliche and Chonos people had no tradition of figural imagery, and so ‘image making’ 

on the island began at the Jesuit missions, in a colonial context. However, the 

frameworks in which we place colonial art become quickly irrelevant, as Chiloé becomes 

an archipelago of Chilotes with a distinct group identity, rather than of clearly delineated 

Spanish and indigenous groups, both opposing and mixing. Here, the narrative must 

change; Chilote art becomes a vernacular tradition, a school of ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’ art. 

If, after this point, we continue to evaluate Chilote sculpture with the methodologies and 

standards more suitable for traditions of European or colonial art, it seems to become 

derivative, static, and uninspired.  

 Thus far, as an art historian trained in the methodologies and perspectives of 

colonial art, I have avoided this pitfall by sticking to what I know – tracing patterns 

through time and space, building a narrative with the changes I have observed. It is for 

this reason that the majority of my thesis focuses on identifying and dating works brought 

from outside the Archipelago. However, as I move through the history of Chilote 

sculpture, ever nearer to the present day, I am struck by the need to adapt not only my 

                                                      

157 Glassie, The Spirit of Folk Art, 214. 



 

133 

 

methodology but my very perception of history, and of art. I have hinted at this change in 

perspective by exploring the ways in which Chilote vernacular sculpture’s form fits its 

function in Chiloé’s rural villages, and it is with this in mind that I believe further 

scholarship would do well to view the escuela hispano-chilote. In the words of Henry 

Glassie, “cultures are built to accord with ideas of time that suit their differing structures 

of value. The problem is how to compare them in a way that preserves their difference 

while allowing them to be connected in unified historical understanding”.158 Judged 

according to the precepts of my culture’s conception of history and the development of 

art, Chiloé’s vernacular sculpture is derivative, static, and uninspired. But I have seen 

these statues as they function in their own cultural context: their central role in the vibrant 

Chilote religious tradition is anything but static. The Virgin of Nahuelhuapi, borne up the 

hill to the Cathedral on the shoulders of a brigade of firefighters, accompanied by joyful 

singing; the Chonchi Nazareno, folded paper prayers and plastic rosaries stuffed between 

his fingers; the St. Michael of Nercon, doted upon by generations of elderly women to 

whom he is ‘our Little Michael’: these scenes of animation, devotion, and personal 

connection confront us with a ‘differing structure of value’ and encourage us to perform 

the valuable exercise of interrogating our own conceptions of time, of history, and of art. 

  

                                                      

158 Glassie, Material Culture, 28. 
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Fig. 8.1 Milton Muñoz, The Virgin of Nahuelhuapi, 2004, Cathedral 
of Bariloche, Bariloche, Argentina. 
Image: deviantart.com 
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